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ABSTRACT
Cho, Wonyong. DMA. The University of Memphis, August, 2011. Verdi and His
Dramatic Basses: A Study of Verdi‘s Evolution for Bass Voice. Major Professor: Randal
Rushing, DMA.
Giuseppe Verdi was an opera composer who revolutionized the Italian opera with
his approach to drama. Even from the beginning of his career, his commitment to drama
was strong and it became even stronger as his craft as an opera composer matured. He
wanted his operas to be ―musico-drama‖ (music drama) where music is one with the
drama and they enhance each other. In order to strengthen the dramatic merits of his
operas, he was very selective in choosing his subject matters, librettists, and voices.
When he saw the need to change the plot to enhance the drama in his operas, he often
pressured the librettists to yield to his will and vision. His efforts to create ―musicodrama‖ reached every aspect of his operas and he was not afraid to think outside the box.
The Italian opera composers who preceded Verdi placed dramatic importance only on the
soprano and tenor voices. However, Verdi extended his reach to the baritone and bass
voices in order to provide the emotional depth and complexity of his drama. He would
often shift the gravity of the roles from the tenors to baritones or even basses when he
saw the need for dramatic strength. Bass voice during the bel Canto era only played
dramatically supporting roles in opera. Its character was one-dimensional and did not
evolve during the course of the opera. In a few operas, Verdi chose the bass voice to play
multi-dimensional characters with emotional and psychological depth. The result was
bass roles with dramatic complexity unseen since in Italian opera seria since the time of
Mozart. This dissertation will prove that Verdi achieved the dramatic evolution for bass
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voice and will discuss three operas—Nabucco, Attila, and Don Carlo— and a bass role in
each opera—Zaccaria, Attila, Filippo—to demonstrate how he accomplished it.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
VERDI AND HIS DRAMATIC BASSES
Verdi, the composer, expressed human emotions—love and hatred, sorrow and
joy, jealousy and despair—in melodies that everybody understands instinctively,
even people who do not know much about music.1
Verdi is loved. This, I believe, is the difference between him and other great
composers. People are awed by Bach and Beethoven, they revere the divine
Mozart, they often admire Wagner. But people love Verdi. He was one of us;
simple, honest and human, a wonderful man and a wonderful musician, a rare
combination.2
Giuseppe Verdi (1813 – 1901) was one of the most celebrated and beloved
operatic composers of the nineteenth century, not just in Italy, but also all over the world.
He was the only heir to the great Italian operatic tradition in his time and bridged bel
canto opera to verismo opera in the twentieth century. Like many cultural revolutionaries,
his legacy as an innovator was not that of an artist who broke completely out of the
existing tradition. Rather, he was deeply rooted in the great Italian operatic heritage and
gradually found his own evolution through his genius and determination. His true
achievement was finding, if it is ever possible, the balance between music and drama.
This balance was what attracted and captivated, yet eluded so many of his forerunners
since the dawn of the opera. Verdi achieved it despite the fact that his career began in a
tradition that did not encourage this idea. He achieved this ultimate goal of musicodrama, the reason opera was created in the first place, by continuously exploring the
dramatic possibility of his operas and composing music that could maximize human
emotions. Nevertheless, this achievement did not come about overnight. It was rather a
long and painstaking process with obstacles such as existing traditions in opera writing,
1

Joseph Wechsberg, Verdi (New York: G. P. Putnam‘s Sons, 1974), 7.

2

Ibid.

1

restrictions of censorship, incompetency of theatre management, and difficulty of
collaborating with librettists, to name a few. His musico-drama needed his iron will to
overcome these obstacles so as to ensure the integrity of his uncompromising aesthetics,
thus creating music that conveys human emotions, stemming from the conflicts and
struggles, directly to his audience.
Although from the beginning he went far beyond his predecessors in many
aspects, his initial operatic foundation was firmly based on the bel canto system and its
lyrical idea. However, he rejected the trap of dramatic emptiness of the bel canto format
by infusing dramatic vitality into his works. Verdi‘s letter to his librettist for Aïda,
Antonio Ghislanzoni, gives us the clear insight to this. ―Have no doubt, I am not averse
to cabalettas; but I must have a situation that gives a reason for them.‖3 Although he did
not completely abandon many bel canto forms until his last period, his instinct as a
dramatist and universal composer gradually led him away from the bel canto system and
moved him to a path to learn, adapt, and mold ideas from other sources of inspiration and
transform them into his music. The first source for new ideas was taken from literature
and libretti. From Macbeth on, Verdi was constantly seeking new dramatic paths.4 He
also highly valued the importance of the libretto. In a letter to his French publisher Léon
Escudier, Verdi once wrote, ―A libretto! A libretto, and the opera is made!‖5

3

Charles Osborne, selec., trans., and ed., Letters of Giuseppe Verdi (New York, Chicago,
San Francisco: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1972), 161.
William Weaver, ―Verdi and His Italian Librettists‖ in The Verdi companion, eds.
William Weaver and Martin Chusid (New York and London: W. W. Norton & Company, 1988),
127.
4

5

Ibid., 131.
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The art of singing went through at least two distinct phases in early nineteenthcentury Italy.6 First was the disappearance of castrato singers—the artificial male voice.
Initially, the female contralto replaced them as heroes while tenors were assigned as
either fathers or villains. However, tenors gradually gained dominance in a new era of a
hero who would look and sound like the soprano heroine‘s masculine lover. This trend
went even further in coming years and brought the second change. This was the
replacement of ―falsetto‖ tenors with ―chest voice‖ tenors who sang in full voice beyond
high A flat. Donizetti and particularly Bellini had given the tenor even higher notes than
Verdi, but in the years of Donizetti and Bellini, the very highest notes were sung in
falsetto, whereas in Verdi‘s day they were produced with a full or chest voice.7 This
change was the result of practical theatrical reasons combined with the demands of the
audience. Henry Pleasants in his book, The Great Singers, explains:
A variety of circumstances combined to bring the tenor to the fore as the primo
uomo of the vocal world in the early decades of the nineteenth century. The new
status and the new responsibilities required a new kind of tenor. Conspicuous and
decisive among these circumstances were the size of the opera house, growing
assertiveness and the rising decibel count of the opera orchestra, and the appetite
of the new bourgeois public for gaudy and gory melodrama.8
Political and literary evolutions also were important reasons for this demand for
dramatic integrity. The artificial and decorative singing of the old style not only
represented the old systems and cultures, but also had virtually no commitment to the

6

David R. Kimball, Verdi in the Age of Italian Romanticism (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1985), 50.
Rodolfo Celletti, ―On Verdi‘s Vocal Writing‖ in The Verdi Companion, eds. William
Weaver and Martin Chusid (New York and London: W. W. Norton & Company, 1988), 219.
7

8

Henry Pleasants, The Great Singers: From the Dawn of Opera to Caruso, Callas and
Pavarotti (New York: Simon & Schuster, Inc., 1981), 158.
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drama. The enlightened audience of the nineteenth century did not want this kind of
emotionally shallow singing, but preferred singing that could convey the drama and
emotion to which they could relate and from which they could connect, heart to heart. A
new breed of tenors with power and ability to express strong emotion encouraged Verdi
to write musico-drama that thrilled his audience across the classes, borders, and even
time. His characters may wear strange costumes, acting out an implausible melodrama,
but their emotions are timeless and true.9 Verdi created musico-drama that expressed not
only individual emotion, but also complex social and political issues in a musical
language that was honest, true and genuine. The Italian public of the Risorgimento era—
the Italian nationalism and independence movement—saw and felt the struggles of
Verdi‘s characters as their own. Verdi‘s musico-drama needed more than just one voice
to articulate this pursuit. In order to afford the emotional depth and complexity of his
drama, he would often shift the gravity of the roles from the tenors to baritones or even
basses when he saw the need for dramatic strength. Now, low male voices in nineteenthcentury opera found the kind of importance hitherto unseen in Italian opera seria since
the time of Mozart. Throughout the bel canto era of the late eighteenth century and early
nineteenth century, a period mainly represented by Bellini, Donizetti, and Rossini, the
role of the bass voice in Italian opera seria was greatly reduced in importance. This
reduction was a result of the bel canto aesthetic within the contemporary dramatic model.
During the bel canto period, Italian opera was frequently filled not with the dramatic
ideals of romanticism, but with the melodramatic clichés of the romance, shunning

9

Wechsberg, Verdi, 7.

4

complex characterization in favor of hackneyed amorous adventure and misfortunes.10
For the bass voice, this neglect of sophisticated character was more severe because it was
mostly assigned to the supporting roles or the older characters rather than young lover
types, due to the darkness and depth of their instrument. Their characters tended to be
single purpose, not subject to influence or deflection from their set course, and did not
show any complex emotion that the audience can relate to them.11 Even in the few operas
where basses were leading figures in the plot, they played characters that are onedimensional and lack the dramatic complexity. However, Giuseppe Verdi‘s arrival to the
Italian operatic scene changed this trend and raised the role of the bass to act as an
essential part of the plot when the drama called for it. Instead of accepting the traditional
role of the bass voice that had limited dramatic importance, Verdi saw it as another voice
that can strengthen opera‘s drama and enrich his compositional palette. His basses now
challenged other voices in their dramatic significance and at times exceeded them.
Furthermore, his basses had an emotional depth and psychological multiplicity
unprecedented in Italian opera seria. As his mastery as a dramatist and opera composer
matured, basses were given even more complexity and music that match their human
drama.
In this dissertation, I argue that Verdi achieved a significant revolution in his
musico-drama for bass voice and propose to demonstrate how he did it. Out of twentysix operas Verdi composed, I have chosen three that best exemplify my argument. For

10

Geoffrey Edwards and Ryan Edwards, Verdi and Puccini Heroines: Dramatic
Characterization in Great Soprano Roles (Latham, Maryland: The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 2000),
xiii.
11

Vincent Godefroy, The Dramatic Genius of Verdi: Studies of Selected Operas (New
York: St. Martin‘s Press, 1975), 86.
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each chapter I will discuss one opera in two parts: ―Background and Significance‖ and
―Music and Drama.‖ A separate synopsis of each opera will not be provided because the
musical and dramatic analysis of the operas will follow the sequence of the opera‘s
storyline. The first part of each chapter will focus on the ―Background and Significance.‖
For many composers, their personal life experience and the influence that came from it
had a direct effect on their music and their development as composers. Verdi is certainly
one of the finest examples of these composers, as his personal life not only had a direct
impact on his music, but also on the subject matter for his opera selection, career
development as an opera composer, and his development as an operatic dramatist. In his
case, it is virtually impossible to understand fully his growth as a composer of dramatic
operas without discussing the circumstances that surrounded the creation of each opera,
how these circumstances changed his life as a composer and had a direct impact on his
operas. This is why a full discussion on the ―Background and Significance‖ of each
opera in this document is so essential and will constitute an important part of each
chapter. The second part of each chapter will focus on the ―Music and Drama‖ of the
operas and the bass roles selected for this dissertation. Each opera and bass role in it will
be explained and analyzed in connection to Verdi‘s revolutionary ideas, while the arias in
it will be discussed to support the document from both the dramatic and musical point of
view. As a result, this dissertation will illustrate how Verdi‘s operas were the direct
representation of his world and how it influenced the dramatic and musical evolution for
the bass.

6

CHAPTER II: ZACCARIA IN NABUCCO
Background and Significance
The title of the opera is Nabucodonosor (Nebuchadnezzar). 1 However,
throughout the opera, this Babylonian king is being addressed in a short form of his
name—Nabucco—and this has been the commonly accepted title of the opera since its
premiere on March 9, 1842, at Teatro alla Scala (hereafter referred to as La Scala) in
Milan. Hereafter, I shall refer to the work as Nabucco. Verdi‘s career as an opera
composer officially began when he was commissioned to compose Oberto, Conte di San
Bonifacio (hereafter referred to as Oberto) for La Scala. Around the composition and
premiere of Oberto, Verdi‘s young daughter and son died due to unknown illness.2 But
despite the loss of his two children and severe financial difficulty during its composition,
Verdi‘s first opera achieved considerable success.3 The success of Oberto apparently
encouraged Bartolomeo Merelli, impresario at La Scala, to offer Verdi a contract for
three more operas.4 However, Verdi was obligated to write his second opera, Un giorno
di regno (King for a Day)—a comic opera—in the midst of losing his young wife, after
losing two children in the previous two years. It was an unqualified disaster.5 George
Martin describes the reaction of the audience and the critics in his Verdi biography, Verdi:
His Music, Life, and Times:
1

Ibid., 18.

2

George Martin, Verdi: His Music, Life, and Times (New York: Dodd, Mead &
Company, 1983), 81.
3

Kimball, Verdi in the Age of Italian Romanticism, 97.

4

Stanley Sadie, ed., Verdi and his Operas (New York: St. Martin‘s Press, inc., 2000), 7.

5

Julian Budden, The Operas of Verdi, vol. I, From Oberto to Rigoletto (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1973), 71.

7

The audience, when it did not remain in hostile, bored silence, hissed and booed.
The next day the critics were unkind, the public circulated jokes about it, and the
remaining performances were canceled—after only one performance.6
The hardships that Verdi faced in his life and career up to this point are aptly
described by the renowned Verdi biographer Julian Budden in the following summary:
The failure of Un giorno di regno was the bitterest moment of Verdi‘s career: a
career which, up till then, had been far from easy. The Milan Conservatoire had
rejected him. His time as Director of the Music School at Busseto was poisoned
by faction. He had had to wait at least three years for the production of his first
opera. Now it seemed that the progress so hardly achieved had been wiped out,
and this just after he had lost the wife for whose sake he had remained at Busseto
when he might have been furthering his career as an opera composer. At twentyseven Bellini, Rossini, and Donizetti had all established themselves as masters or
at least beyond the power of an occasional fiasco to do them harm. Verdi had
been king for a day. Now it seemed that day was over.7
Understandably, Verdi was deeply hurt and wanted to stop composing. But
Merelli still had faith in him and gave him another libretto, Il Proscritto. However, fate
had another plan for Verdi: what awaited him was Nabucco, a libretto by Temistocle
Solera, librettist of Oberto. The libretto of Nabucco was initially given to Otto Nicolai,
but he was not happy with it. Since Verdi did not want to compose any more, he gave the
libretto of Il Proscritto back to Merelli. Merelli suggested the two composers to swap the
librettos and urged the reluctant Verdi to read Nabucco. Upon reading the libretto of
Nabucco, especially inspired by the verses from the Bible where the Hebrew slaves are
singing ―Va, pensiero,‖ Verdi began to compose again and finished his third opera,
Nabucco, in three months. The verses of this chorus were paraphrased from the Biblical
passages where the Hebrew captives in Babylon are longing for their homeland. One can
easily imagine how Verdi could have related his own fate to the sorrow of Hebrew slaves

6

Martin, Verdi: His Music, Life, and Times, 92-3.

7

Budden, The Operas of Verdi, vol. I, From Oberto to Rigoletto, 91.
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who lost everything they had. It was a song not only of the Hebrews, but also of his own
current state of mind. Verdi scholar Vincent Godefroy explains how Verdi‘s personal life
was manifested in Nabucco:
What was new (in Nabucco) was the man behind the work, an angry young man
letting rip with chords and cadences against a fate that had nearly engulfed him,
but from which his resilience had managed a miraculous escape. Not until La
Traviata was Verdi again going to let his own feelings intrude into his music.8
This is why it is fair to say that the triumph of Nabucco was an achievement of
Verdi‘s creative talent and personal inner strength. Verdi‘s passionate and dramatic music,
combined with the popularity of ―Va, pensiero,‖ the very piece that inspired him to write
the opera, dazzled the audience at its premiere. It was written from the heart to heart, and
people felt it right away.9 Its success at its premiere on March 9, 1842, exceeded even the
expectation of the composer. The audience at the end of Act I made so much noise that
Verdi, remembering Un giorno di regno, for a moment doubted their intention.10
Nabucco‘s success was so great that in one sweep it established Verdi‘s status as one of
the leading opera composers in Italy and abroad. Verdi‘s own words describe the impact
of this opera on his career. ―With Nabucco my career can be said to have begun, … since
then I have never lacked for commissions.‖11 The premiere of Nabucco proved to be one
of the great nights in the annals of the Italian theater.12 Here is one of the accounts of its
success by Michele Lessona, who wrote a biography authorized by Verdi himself:

8

Godefroy, The Dramatic Genius of Verdi, vol. I, 21.

9

Wechsberg, Verdi, 23.

10

Martin, Verdi: His Music, Life, and Times, 102.

11

Franco Abbiati, Giuseppe Verdi (Milan: Ricordi, 1959), 422-3.

12

Kimball, Verdi in the Age of Italian Romanticism, 108.
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The great success of Nabucco roused such wild enthusiasm as had never before
been seen. That night Milan did not sleep, next day the new masterpiece was the
topic of all conversations. The name of Verdi was in every mouth.13
When Merelli first presented Nabucco in the spring of 1842, it was the fourth and
last premiere of his Carnival season, and there was time for only eight performances
before the season ended.14 Naturally, Merelli was eager to revive it, and brought it back
again at the start of the autumn season in August.15 Fifty-seven performances of
Nabucco alternated with a total of twenty-nine performances of the other six operas in the
repertory.16 The number of performances is particularly impressive in that Milan in 1842
was a city of less than 150,000 ... possibly 20,000 more seats were sold to Nabucco in its
first year than there were inhabitants in the town.17 However, Nabucco was much more
than just a box office blockbuster because it provided the opportunities for Verdi to grow
as a man and an artist. The social doors that opened up for him, the people he became
acquainted with after its success and their influence would shape the foundation of his
life, his creative aesthetic, and his operas. For Verdi the most important of his new
acquaintances was Andrea Maffei, a poet specializing in translations, particularly English
and German works.18 Verdi and Andrea Maffei would become lifelong friends, and it was
Maffei‘s literary talent and his enthusiasm for Shakespeare and Schiller that Verdi would
13

Michele Lessona in Volere e potere, 2nd edn. (Florence: G. Barbera, 1869), 299, as
quoted in Kimball, Verdi in the Age of Italian Romanticism, 109.
14

Martin, Verdi: His Music, Life, and Times, 106.

15

Kimball, Verdi in the Age of Italian Romanticism, 109.

16

Ibid.

17

Martin, Verdi: His Music, Life, and Times, 107.

18

Ibid., 112.
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benefit from the most. Although Verdi had read much literature before the success of
Nabucco, he had relatively little formal education. He grew up in a small town and
received the limited education that was available for an innkeeper‘s son,19 whereas
Maffei was of an Austrian noble family and later achieved a reputation to be ―one of the
best-read men of the day, a translator of Shakespeare, Milton, and Byron, of Goethe,
Heine, and specially of Schiller.‖20
For an artist in need of the keen understanding of literature and the inspiration
from it, Verdi could not have asked for a better friend. It is no coincidence that he
continued to rely on literary classics by the writers mentioned above for his operas
throughout his career. Later, Andrea Maffei would write the libretto of I masnadieri and
rewrote some verses from Francesco Maria Piave's libretto for Macbeth for Verdi.
Maffei‘s influence, coupled with the acquaintances Verdi made through Maffei‘s literary
social circle, would have a direct impact on Verdi‘s artistic maturity as a musicodramatist. Equally important was the friendship with Andrea Maffei‘s wife, Countess
Clarina (Clara) Maffei. She ran Milan‘s most important salon, and their circle of friends
reflected his (Andrea‘s) interest in literature and hers in politics.21 She was a strong
supporter of Italy‘s independence from Austrian rule and her salon became the most
important intellectual and political social gathering of Milan—except when the Austrian
authorities forced her from Milan.22 During the 1840s she became convinced that

19

20

Charles Osborne, Verdi: A Life in the Theatre (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1987), 1-4.
Kimball, Verdi in the Age of Italian Romanticism, 170.

21

Martin, Verdi, 112.

22

Ibid.
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independence was a necessity and that it should be hurried into being; inevitably, her
salon reflected this view.23 She did not, however, push her opinions herself but exerted
her influence on the political life of the city through the men she entertained.24 One of the
main sources of Verdi‘s creative inspiration, the Risorgimento—the movement for Italian
independence as a nation—already represented metaphorically in Nabucco, was no doubt
nurtured by her influence. From this point on, Verdi was to become the man who would
deliver his Risorgimento ideal to the people of Italy through his operas.
There is no clear explicit evidence that either Solera or Verdi wanted to write a
politically inspired opera. Nabucco was a French play perfectly well known in Italy and
also as a ballet.25 There is no evidence that either one deliberately presented any political
messages to the audience, although they were both certainly Italian patriots. From early
in his life, Verdi was an Italian patriot and a liberal republican.26 Solera‘s father was
imprisoned by the Austrians, and, understandably, Solera became an Italian patriot, a
republican, and a loud and witty spokesman against the established order.27 After the
success of Nabucco, Verdi and Solera would create several operas such as I
Lombardi alla prima crociata, Giovanna d’Arco, and Attila based on themes that glorify
the struggle against the foreign rule, and the Risorgimento ideal would prevail in most of
Verdi‘s operas for nearly three decades until Italian independence.

23

Ibid., 113.

24

Ibid.

25

Budden, The Operas of Verdi, vol. I, From Oberto to Rigoletto, 94-5.
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Wechsberg, Verdi, 22.
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The overall structure and style of Nabucco is firmly rooted in bel canto opera
format and tradition. This is only natural if we consider the fact that Verdi was a young
composer living in the age of Rossini, Bellini, and Donizetti. Historically the evolution of
most composers has been built on the foundations of their predecessors, and Verdi was
no exception, but his genius lay in his ability to fuse the old system with his new musical
and dramatic ethos. Even as a budding young opera composer, in Nabucco he does not
fail to show his dramatic and musical merits that would distinguish him from the works
of his predecessors. Budden‘s comparison of Nabucco to another biblical opera, Moïse et
Pharaon by Rossini, written fifteen years earlier, helps us understand the dramatic and
musical achievement of Verdi in Nabucco:
Indeed, though it may have a structural model in Moïse. Nabucco is none the less
overwhelmingly new in its force of language, its intense melodic vitality, and,
above all, its sense of commitment. Rossini and his generation stand back from
the action, which they portray; Verdi is a participant. With Nabucco, an oppressed
nation had found its voice.28
A biblical prophet figure in opera was a common feature in nineteenth-century
Italian opera by the time of Verdi‘s arrival. From the 1780s to about 1820, the theatres of
Naples often presented staged oratorios during Lent and usually designated them Azione
Sacra29 (Sacred Action or Drama). Rossini had written Mosè in Egitto (Moses in Egypt,
known in the French version as Moïse et Pharaon) and Ciro in Babilonia (Cyrus in
Babylon). Donizetti also wrote Il diluvio universale (The Great Flood). However,
although their themes were based on biblical stories and called ―Sacred Drama,‖ they
were not oratorios in style as the name suggests. During Lent, it was the custom for
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Italian opera houses to close, and the censorship of the church would allow only oratorios
to be performed at the opera house. This is why instead of being out of business during
Lent all together, the impresarios and composers created operas with biblical themes and
titled them Azioni Sacre to keep their businesses afloat. But the basic structure and style
of these works did not have to change to avoid censorship, and since their style and
structure were identical to other operas of the time, they were virtually operas.
Rossini biographer Herbert Weistock writes:
Ciro in Babilonia, ossia La Caduta di Baldassare – deliberately mislabeled
―sacred oratorios‖ or ―drama with choruses‖ so that it could be staged during
Lent.30
Mosè in Egitto was often referred to as an oratorio, though in style it is a three-act
proto-grand opera.31
Nabucco did not have to be labeled as an oratorio because Milan‘s censorship
policies were oriented toward politics rather than religion and the fact that Nabucco‘s
appearance on the La Scala stage was not during Lenten season. However, Nabucco‘s
thematic scheme and its direct connection to the scripture clearly convince us that
Nabucco is comparable to Azione Sacra by Rossini and Donizetti. Particularly, Mosè in
Egitto appears to have served as a model for Solera. Indeed, close structural parallels
between Mosè and Nabucco can be traced.32 There are also many thematic similarities
between Rossini‘s Mosè in Egitto and Nabucco. They are both successful operas based on
a story from the Old Testament and the main characters from it. Both deal with
prophets—political and religious leaders of Israelites—and contain a divine intervention,
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deal with oppression by foreign rulers and end with the triumph of the Hebrew people
over their adversaries. However, Verdi‘s commitment as a dramatist is overwhelmingly
evident and this is what sets Nabucco apart from other Azioni Sacre that came before
Nabucco. He saw the story of Nabucco as a struggle of a nation and its triumph over the
challenges that were threatening its existence. The story of Nabucco was something he
could relate to his own life‘s struggles, and at the center of its victory stood a character
named Zaccaria, someone who would not let fate dictate his destiny and would not give
up hope. For almost a century, the bass voice had played only dramatically peripheral
roles in operas in Italy, but even as a young composer just starting out his career, he was
not afraid to break this mold because he believed a bass voice was best suited for the role
of Zaccaria and he wanted to place Zaccaria in the center of the opera. By providing the
music that matches and enhances its dramatic importance, he achieved the dramatic
significance for a bass voice unprecedented in the operas of his contemporaries. This
commitment to a character sung by a bass voice is the cornerstone of Verdi‘s evolution
for its role in opera. Zaccaria in Nabucco is the beginning of his journey, and through the
creation of Zaccaria we witness Verdi‘s key compositional methods being utilized and
developed continuously in his later bass roles, reaching full maturity over several decades.

Music and Drama of Zaccaria
The Sinfonia (Overture) is mainly made up of several different choral themes
from the opera with the modified version of ―Va, pensiero‖ at the center of its importance.
It appears Verdi did not want the overture to be a preview of the opera by providing the
kaleidoscope of the opera‘s arias, duets, or ensembles as is the usual case with operas of
the time; rather, he depicts the idea of the main conflict by offering the contrasting chorus
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music by the Hebrews and the Babylonians, signaling that his view of the drama is the
conflict between the people, not individual characters. The four acts of the opera are
given different titles, ―Gerusalemme‖ (Jerusalem), ―L‘empio‖ (The Impious Man), ―La
Profezia‖ (The Prophecy) and ―L‘idolo infranto‖ (The Shattered Idol). Each part starts
with the orchestra music that reflects the scenic change and serves as the prelude to the
first scene we see at the beginning of the act. In the first part—―Jerusalem‖—the opera
begins with stormy orchestra music led by full brasses and strings in sweeping motion,
which is soon joined by the tutti orchestra and chorus singing a desperate plea to God to
save the Israelites in the kingdom of Judea from the hordes of Babylon. The energy and
emotion of the chorus build up gradually and the different choruses are stacked up on top
of another until the entrance of Zaccaria. It is interesting to see that, even in the chorus
part, we witness the importance Verdi places on the bass voices as the melody in the
initial chorus is sung mainly by basses and that is followed by the unison prayer of the
Levites (Leviti), also sung by basses. The female chorus joins in, sung by young maidens
(Vergini), and then the tutti chorus comes back in full force, at times in seven-voice
chorus. The entire first scene of the opera with thick texture in music and extreme
urgency in the text is a carefully planned buildup for the entrance of Zaccaria, who enters
with the message from God to his people facing the destruction of their nation. From the
Bible, we know that the people of Judea knew exactly what fate waits for them once they
are conquered from the destruction of their neighboring nations including the Northern
Kingdom of Israel. Verdi‘s keen understanding of biblical drama is fully expressed in this
scene and leads to one of the most effective entrances in opera. As Nabucco is a struggle
of the masses, and the Israelites are the ultimate good who triumphant in the end, their
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political and religious leader symbolizes not only the people but also their God, and he
must represent the divine inspiration and intervention with prophetic message. Although
the title role of the opera was given to Nabucco, a biblical and historic figure whose
spiritual transformation is its key plot, this opera is ultimately about the struggle and
triumph of the Israelites in captivity, and at the center of drama stands their political and
spiritual leader, Zaccaria. This is why the initial entrance of Zaccaria to the opera is so
important, and Verdi carefully prepared it by stacking one choral number after another,
thus building the dramatic tension until Zaccaria‘s first appearance in the opera.
Throughout the opera, we will continue to see how Zaccaria and the chorus of Israelites
are intertwined and work together both dramatically and musically.
The stage is set for someone to answer the Israelites at the time of their demise,
and here comes Zaccaria in one sentence to calm them. Here we have a chance to see
Verdi‘s effective vocal writing techniques that ensure the dramatic apex of the scene by
Zaccaria and establish the powerful status of the character that represents multiple
statuses—high priest, political leader, and a prophet from God. To preserve the continuity
of the scene, Zaccaria‘s recitative starts in the same key as the previous chorus, E major.
At the same time, Verdi creates a clear focus on Zaccaria and his control over the
situation and over his people. In order to achieve this, Verdi writes a fermata on the rest
between the last chord of the orchestra and the first note sung by Zaccaria. The silence
created by the long rest right after lengthy loud music creates the sound vacuum that
heightens the expectation of the audience for the voice of Zaccaria who is in the center of
focus on stage at this point. It is a highly effective theatrical and musical way to bring the
focus of the audience to the character‘s entrance and his music. Zaccaria‘s proclamational
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recitative rings out even more powerfully and dramatically because his recitative is a
cappella, making his voice the only sound to fill the house and creating the effect that he
has just silenced the chaos that proceeded, thus securing his powerful stature in an instant.
Because the first two measures are written without the accompaniment or tempo marking,
the singer can make his first entrance dramatically and vocally captivating by taking as
much dramatic time as he needs and shaping the rest, notes, tempo, and vocal line for
vocal effect before he begins to sing the recitativo accompagnato (recitative
accompanied by the orchestra) in largo.

Example 1. ―Opening recitative of Zaccaria‘s aria‖33
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Recitative in a rhythmic pattern of dotted eighth notes with sixteenth notes is a
technique Verdi continues to use in many places throughout his career, and here we
witness the cornerstone of one of the musical trademarks of Verdi that serves him
throughout his career. This rhythmic pattern adds energy and vitality to the vocal line by
providing forward moving motion, reflecting the text by Zaccaria effectively as he tries to
assure his people that God‘s help has reached them:
Zaccaria:
Iddio del suo poter diè segno;
Ei trasse in poter mio un prezioso pegno:

God has given a symbol of his might;
He has brought a precious hostage:34

Figure 1. ―Opening recitative of Zaccaria‘s aria‖

The repeated notes on this rhythmic pattern are a melodic idea Verdi uses often
for a text of proclamation or declaration in his operas, one that has its origin in Zacarria‘s
initial appearance in Nabucco. Nabucco and Abigaile also sing several measures of their
recitatives in this pattern, but it is not as prominent or consistent as that of Zaccaria‘s.
The only other time we see this pattern is in the chorus where the Israelites are quoting
the enemy‘s blasphemy against God. It is a melodic pattern best suited for an image or a
character with unshakable status, such as royalty, a leader with mighty authority or divine
nature. It is also an idea that well represents a divine power, authority, or steadfastness
and works like a Leitmotiv or word painting. The Israelites use this pattern when they
question whether the divine power behind them will save them at the end of their chorus
before Zaccaria‘s appearance.
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Example 2. ―Chorus by the Israelites‖35

Chorus:
Il Dio d‘Israello si cela per tema?

Does the God of Israel hide Himself in fear?

Zaccaria:
Iddio del suo poter diè segno;
Ei trasse in poter mio un prezioso pegno:

God has given a symbol of his might;
He has brought a precious hostage:

Figure 2. ―Question by the Israelites and Answer by Zaccaria‖
By the same rhythmic means, Verdi expresses the positive effect Zaccaria‘s
recitative has over his people and also as the answer to the question of doubt in his people.

Zaccaria:
Del Re nemico prole
Pace apportar ci può.

The children of the enemy King
Can bring us peace.

Chorus:
Di lieto giorno un sole
Forse per noi spuntò!

Perhaps the sun of a happy day
Will shine upon us!

Figure 3. ―Zaccaria‘s Proclamation and the Response by the Israelites‖

35

Verdi, Nabucco, 16-17.

20

Example 3. ―Zaccaria‘s Proclamation and the Response by the Israelites‖36

In the cavatina, the same idea is repeated by the chorus as they begin to see hope.
The fact that Zaccaria sings in this pattern more frequently and consistently than any
other characters throughout the opera, including Nabucco, is a clear sign that his
authority and confidence comes from God and that he is the character with more
steadfastness than others. Verdi uses this ideal rhythmic pattern for proclamation or
declaration in his later works as well. One of the finest examples we can see of its great
effect in Verdi‘s work is in the bass aria of the Requiem, ―Confutatis maledictis.‖
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Example 4. ―Excerpts from Bass aria in Verdi‘s Requiem‖37

Verdi‘s attentiveness in vocal writing and orchestration for Zaccaria‘s recitative
ensures the dramatic importance of the opera even further. Zaccaria‘s line is written
mainly in the strongest tessitura of a bass voice (A3-E4) while alternating the orchestra
between loud sweeping music and soft tremolos to balance well with the dynamics of the
vocal part, ensuring the delivery of the text by the singer. The chorus is also methodically
prepared not to cover up Zaccaria‘s voice while it also serves as the pivotal harmonic
progression from G major to the new key for cavatina, C major. The recitative and the
cadenza at the end of the recitative also show the detailed attention Verdi devoted on
Zaccaria‘s line to enhance the power and charisma of Zaccaria by voice leading and word
painting. Verdi moves the tessitura of the recitative gradually from B3 (Iddio-God) to A3
(Re-King), G3 (Pace-Peace), C3 (Freno-Repress), E4 (Iddio-God), and ending on a low
G3/C2 (Aita-Help).
In the cavatina section, Verdi again does not fail to show us how committed he is
to the drama and delivery of the text. A comparison to the bass aria Donizetti composed
for the main character, Raimondo in Lucia di Lammermoor seven years earlier helps us
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understand how Verdi‘s method has an upper hand in ensuring the dramatic importance
of Zaccaria by offering the chance for the audience to hear his words. First, Verdi avoids
Zaccaria singing at the same time with the chorus; instead, they sing alternatively, in
contrast to what Donizetti does in Raimondo‘s aria. After the first verse, Donizetti writes
most of the aria to be sung by Raimondo and the chorus together, and, when they do, they
sing the same words, whereas Zaccaria and the chorus sing different texts expressing
their separate emotions that enable the audience to understand two different ideas.
Zaccaria and the chorus are engaged in conversation. Here we see the progress of his
words inspiring the chorus to have hope for overcoming their adversity, which makes the
scene develop from desperate to hopeful; in Donizetti‘s aria, however, the voice of the
bass soloist and his words are covered by the sound of the chorus, thus reducing the
dramatic importance and individuality of the character.
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Example 5a. Cavatina from Lucia38

Example 5b. Cavatina from Nabucco39

In the cadenza at the end of the cavatina and the following cabaletta, we have a
chance to see another vocal choice Verdi makes for dramatic effect. To reflect Zaccaria‘s
emotional excitement, Verdi gradually expands Zaccaria‘s general tessitura as it moves
from recitative and cavatina, to cabaletta and stretches the vocal range of Zaccaria in both
directions, particularly in the upper range, until it reaches the end of the normal bass
range. The lowest male voice (bass) is normally written within the range of F to e′,40 (F2
38
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to E4). Zaccaria‘s music is a half step shy of two octaves, as the cadenza at the end of the
cavatina starts on high F, and then drastically drops to low G, while the cabaletta contains
high F# (F#4), which is a note hardly ever sung by a basso profondo. F# is normally
beyond the range of most basses, and even if one can sing it, any bass can testify that
when a bass sings above E4, because it is not a comfortable vocal range and is beyond the
passaggio, the vocal quality cannot remain lyrical or beautiful, but rather sounds like
shouting or yelling, and creates unusual dramatic color. Here we witness that Verdi was
clearly more interested in the dramatic effect than just the beautiful sound that other
opera composers of the day hold so sacred and were preoccupied with even if the drama
calls for it. By expanding the vocal range of Zaccaria to notes that force the singer to sing
beyond his comfortable range, Verdi creates the effect of a superhuman character pouring
out emotion and conviction beyond the emotional state of a normal man. This is because
Verdi saw Zaccaria as a man of God who is inspired by the spirit of God and who is
bringing the messages of God to his people in a time of great distress. This kind of
dramatic vocal effect for a bass we see here is something we have not seen by bel canto
composers in Verdi‘s time and we have seen last in Mozart‘s operas. In Osmin‘s arias in
Die Entführung aus dem Serail, Mozart wrote Osmin‘s music to cover over two octaves
in range from High F# to low D in order to show Osmin‘s unique identity, a Turk and a
eunuch. In fact, Mozart used this idea more than once in his operas; his arias for the
Queen of the Night in Die Zauberflöte reach high Fs, with the female voice turning to a
whistle tone several times to illustrate her mystical and fearsome character and her anger.
Just as Mozart used the human voice‘s color change in the extreme range, Verdi brought
back this brilliant idea for dramatic reasons unseen in opera since the time of Mozart,
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restoring the dramatic importance of a bass to opera. One might argue that the reason for
the extended vocal range of Zaccaria is because Verdi wanted to take advantage of the
ability of the singer chosen to sing Zaccaria. It is true that Prosper Dérivis, who sang the
role of Zaccaria at the premier of Nabucco, was a star singer of the day, and it was
customary at that time for composers to write music based on the ability of the cast given
to them. However, when we study Verdi‘s opera that follows Nabucco—I Lombardi alla
prima crociata (The Lombards on the First Crusade)—it proves that this was not the case
and that his vocal writing for Zaccaria was a result of Verdi‘s choice for his dramatic
commitment. In I Lombardi alla prima crociata, the same singer, Prosper Dérivis, was
the singer to perform the bass role, Pagano/Hermit.41 This explains why the tessitura
(general compass in which the music lies) between the two roles is very similar. However,
the vocal range (top and bottom notes of the music) of the arias is very different.
Although it touches high F briefly, the range is limited to one and a half octaves as it
never falls below C3. What we have here is closer to the vocal range of a baritone in bel
canto opera without any extended high notes. I believe the reason for this shift in vocal
writing is because Verdi did not want Pagano/Hermit to be an old man or a man of
supernatural status, but a man young enough to be a warrior who portrays a normal
human being. This is strong proof that Verdi adjusted the music of the character for the
dramatic needs, an unknown practice for a bass during the era of bel canto opera. Here is
the summary of vocal range based on Pagano/Hermit‘s arias in comparison to that of
Zaccaria‘s arias written for the same singer:
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Zaccaria in Nabucco:

Pagano/Hermit in I Lombardi:

D‘Egitto / Come notte (G2 - F#4)
Vieni, O Levita (G2 - E4)

Sciagurata, O speranza (C3 - F4)
Ma quando un suon terribile (C3 - D#/Eb4)

Figure 4a. ―Vocal Range‖

Figure 4b. ―Vocal Range‖

From his first appearance on, Zaccaria is the center of the scene in music and
drama as his words and music lead the changes of the scene. First, he tells his people to
have hope in God as he has a hostage—a daughter of Nabucco—with him, then he
reminds them of the deliverance by God for Moses and Gideon, and lastly he offers a
prophetic picture of vanquished Baal as he asks the mighty God of Abraham to descend
to fight for them and bring death to their enemies. As he leads the scene, the reaction of
the chorus to Zaccaria‘s words is reflected in the key changes and matches the change of
the drama efficiently. The opening scene begins in E minor when the chorus sings in
desperation of the impending destruction. The Levites urge the virgin maidens to pray to
God to save them. As they do, the key shifts to E major, reflecting the faint faith and
hope in them. The chorus ends their music pleading to God not to allow the foreigners to
take control of their fate. Although the rest of the music is in E major, frequent
modulations and highly agitated music with repeated V chord emphasizing the dominant
create the instability to reflect the doubt in their heart. Then Zaccaria enters telling them
to have hope and that he was given a hostage by God (Nabucco‘s daughter Fenena) to
ensure peace. As Zaccaria tells them to control their fears and trust in God‘s eternal aid,
the chorus begins to calm down and the key settles to C major where his cavatina begins.
We see more evidence of Zaccaria taking control of the situation as his melody is
repeated by the chorus, further stabilizing the scene. Then the advance of the enemy
moves the music to stormy again, shifting to a minor key as the chorus and prince
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Ismaele describe the advancing enemy. Once again Zaccaria steps in to settle them down
and the key changes to G major where he sings his cabaletta. Verdi moves the range and
tessitura of Zaccaria‘s cabaletta higher (D3-F#4) as he prays to God to fight for them
against the enemy and its idol, Baal. The extended high range matches the words (Belo—
Baal) perfectly and enhances the drama.
Zaccaria:
Come notte a sol fulgente,
Come polve in preda al vento,
Sparirai nel gran cimento,
Dio di Belo menzogner.

As night before the bright sun,
as dust driven by the wind,
you shall vanish in the test of strength,
O false god of Baal.

Figure 5. ―Zaccaria‘s Cabaletta‖

Verdi adds more energy to the aria by applying several key ideas which he would
continue to use in his music throughout his career; these include a rhythmic pattern that
mimics the footsteps of a running horse, a stormy sweep of the strings, a military march
rhythm in the chorus, usage of accent and staccato, stress on the second beat of the bar,
and frequent use of triplets, sixteenth and thirty-second notes. He carefully aligns
Zaccaria‘s text with that of the chorus to show Zaccaria‘s influence over the scene.
Unlike the cavatina where the text of Zaccaria and the chorus are different, in the
cabaletta the chorus repeats the text Zaccaria sang, portraying how Zaccaria is able to
convince his people to trust him and their God. At the end of the scene, the chorus is
singing side by side with Zaccaria as they exit, inspired that God will bring death to the
foreign invaders. Zaccaria finally has achieved the task of uniting his people in faith. The
entire opening scene of the opera is a carefully crafted setting to establish Zaccaria at the
center of his people and the first act. The next scene shows us that Ismaele, Prince of the
Jews, and Fenena—Nabucco‘s daughter and a hostage—entrusted to Ismaele, are in love.
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Abigaille, Fenena‘s half sister, and Nabucco‘s general sneak into the temple with her
soldiers. The following trio reveals that she also is in love with Ismaele. Abigaille tries to
convince Ismaele that if he loves her back, his people will be saved, which he refuses.
The Jews come back to the scene as they describe their impending defeat and how
Nabucco is leading his army towards the temple. Nabucco‘s army marches in and
Nabucco appears on horseback. Zaccaria steps forward and tells Nabucco that his
daughter, Fenena, will be killed before he dares to profane the temple. Despite the fact
that Nabucco has won the war, Verdi ensures Zaccaria‘s dominance over Nabucco in the
scene. The thick orchestration, fast tempo and strong dynamics (f-ff) in Zaccaria‘s music
continue to illustrate his dominance over others, whereas Nabucco‘s music is restrained
and weak (p) in a slower sotto voce reflecting his loss of control over the situation.
During the stalemate between Zaccaria and Nabucco, a sextet with chorus is sung with
Zaccaria leading the music and drama of all Israelites. Although it is not as dramatically
and technically refined as Verdi‘s later ensembles such as the Rigoletto quartet, here we
witness the precursor to his ensembles where different characters express separate
emotions. Verdi‘s efforts to uphold the dramatic importance of Zaccaria extend to how he
would treat other vocal ranges in the opera. He methodically balances the vocal range of
other characters, so it will not overshadow the dramatic and vocal strength of Zaccaria,
but rather complement it. A scene where two low male voices confront each other is
another one of Verdi‘s key features, which we will witness in his future operas. The title
role of Nabucco is sung by a baritone, but his vocal range is almost identical to that of
Zaccaria, a bass, and it only goes up to E4. Because a bass in general has more volume
and strength in the upper range than a baritone up to E3, Verdi‘s vocal writing gives more
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vocal power to Zaccaria than to Nabucco when they sing side by side. Act I of Nabucco
is one of the most powerful entrances of any operatic characters for a bass, and Zaccaria
continues to dominate the act dramatically and vocally, thanks to Verdi‘s strong
commitment as a dramatist, even when he sings next to a character who sings the title
role. Act I ends after Ismaele rescues Fenena from Zaccaria and Nabucco orders his
troops to root the temple.
In Act II, Zaccaria and the Israelites are now prisoners in Babylonia, uncertain of
their fate. Act II begins with a scene where Abigaille discovers that she is a daughter of a
slave and, thus will never succeed Nabucco. We also know that Nabucco has appointed
Fenena as his regent while he is on the battle front. The High Priest of Baal comes in with
his followers and tells her that Fenena is setting the Hebrews free. He also urges her to
take the throne, as they have spread a rumor that Nabucco has fallen in battle. She accepts
their offer gladly and vows her vengeance to everyone. Abigaille with Baal‘s followers
now stands as the new threat to the Jews. Her dramatic importance has been foretold in
the final scene of the Act I as she sang brief solo lines with extreme vocal range and vital
rhythm. Now we understand she is the archenemy of all Jews and how dangerous she is
to the existence of all characters in the opera. Zaccaria now finds the true enemy in
Baal‘s followers and Abigaille as their leader. Zaccaria enters with the Levites who come
in carrying the Tablets of the Law. His aria is titled as ―Preghiera‖ (Prayer) and it is in
three sections: orchestra prelude, recitativo accompagnato (Vieni, O Levita—Come O
Levites), and aria (Tu sul labbro—You on the lips) in andante. The mood of the prelude
is dark and somber reflecting the darkness of the night and the gloomy fate of the
Israelites. It starts with the strings playing in the style of a string quartet led by a leading
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cello part. Use of strings in this style led by cello solo is another signature composition
idea of Verdi that served him throughout his career, particularly to portray a dark and sad
mood of a situation or a character in emotional turmoil. He used this idea for bass arias in
his later operas such as Macbeth, I vespri siciliani, and Don Carlo. Here we see one of
the reasons why Verdi was an ingenious opera composer who revolutionized Italian opera
and effectively moving beyond the structural tableau of his predecessors to create his
own unique music that serves his dramatic musical language. This time he combined the
Italian romanticism with German ethos creating the perfect prelude to Zaccaria‘s prayer.
Here, to a rich tapestry of six cellos, he speaks not as the leader of his people but rather as
a man of God with a noble simplicity of utterance and a richness of harmonic inflexion
that almost carries us outside the world of Italian opera.42 Rossini used four cellos in the
Guillaume Tell‘s overture, and it may have served as the inspiration for the prelude of
Zaccaria‘s aria. However, the mood and inner working of the strings of this prelude is
closer to the prelude of Haydn in his oratorio The Creation. At the beginning of this
oratorio, Haydn offers the mysterious and uncertain nature of chaos before the creation of
the world using the contrasting music between the subdued strings and thunderous tutti
orchestra. Verdi takes only the quiet element of Haydn‘s string music by writing the
prelude in the style of a string quartet commonly used by German composers such as
Beethoven, Mozart, and Haydn. Verdi‘s formal composition took place in Milan where
Austrian music had a strong presence. From some of his exercise sheets, it is clear that he
studied the quartets and symphonies of Haydn and works of all kinds of Mozart and
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Beethoven.43 We also know that Verdi knew Haydn‘s The Creation thoroughly, as
Verdi‘s first professional engagement came to him when he was asked to step in to
accompany and later successfully conduct The Creation in Milan.44
Verdi has given three arias (when we consider recitativo-cavatina-cabaletta as one)
to Zaccaria and this is the only aria that is not joined by a chorus. In fact, this is the only
aria in the entire opera that is not sung with a chorus by a main character. Clearly Verdi
wanted to offer us an intimate and private emotion of a character in this aria. Verdi takes
us deeper into Zaccaria‘s character. Unlike, in other scenes, we hear only one voice
singing and all others are quietly listening. The quiet nature of the aria is more effective
because it comes right after a scene with violent and loud music where Baal‘s followers
and Abigaille sang their song of vengeance and destruction. Just as Haydn effectively
contrasted strings for the quiet parts and tutti orchestra for the powerful sections in The
Creation, Verdi contrasted Abigaille and her followers‘ scene with Zaccaria‘s prelude by
using only strings in subdued dynamics. Verdi successfully fuses a his melody and
harmony to the borrowed idea from an Austro-German idea, thus creating an emotional
prelude that serves his drama perfectly and the result is original and musically moving
out of Italian tradition. On the surface, the harmonic progression is quite simple; the
prelude begins in the dominant of B minor and ends in the same key without any complex
key changes or modulations, and the recitative moves to D major to begin the aria, and
then the aria ends in G major. However, more careful attention to details reveals that the
intricate inner working of voice leading and inverted chords add subtle, yet effective,
color and affect which make this short and seemingly simple aria into anything but
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simple and dramatically sophisticated. To express the vulnerable emotional state of
Zaccaria and the uncertain fate of his people, Verdi effectively and prevailingly weakens
the clear key center by following ideas: the repeated use of the tonic in the second
inversion, constant chromaticism in the melody, unresolved leading tone, and avoidance
of root note in the chord by replacing it with the dominant note. Persistent usage of
dominant tone in the chords working like pedal tones is a very effective way to avoid the
strong tonic centre and reflect the uncertainness of the story to the listener. Only when
Zaccaria begins to deliver the prophetic message of God, the key center stabilizes to G
major in root position, where we hear the tonic of the key at the bottom for the first time,
and this idea stays there until the end of the aria. In this aria, Verdi‘s goal appears to be to
show the assailable side of Zaccaria where we hear the inner struggle of a man who
seemed to be invincible and superhuman in the previous act. Although he still delivers
the message of God‘s victory, what he hears in music is not the superhuman quality we
witnessed in Act I; rather, it is the very human side of Zaccaria. This is the first time in
opera where a bass shows a multi-dimensional character and a complex emotional
struggle since the time of Mozart—a completely new idea for Italian opera of the time.
Even in German opera, the only opera that portrays such a depth of drama and emotional
dimensions for a bass voice is Richard Wagner‘s opera Die Walküre, which premiered in
1870, twenty-eight years after Nabucco‘s premiere.
In his recitative, Zaccaria calls the Levites to bring the tablets of God to him and
tells them that God has called him as the minister of a new miracle and tear down the
darkness casted by the infidels. Musically his recitative serves as an extension of the
prelude, and the voice picks up the role of the cello from the prelude as the vocal solo
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line is supported by the strings, which provide the harmonic fillers while the key is
shifting from the initial B minor to what appears to be G major. However, in fact it is a
cleverly disguised relative major to the previous key of D major, serving a pivotal role for
the real key center of the aria, G major. But the reason for the usage of the dominant key
for the first part of the aria is not just because it is a pivot key to G major, but rather a
dramatic one and is consistent with his usage of the dominant pedal tone idea he used in
the prelude to weaken the tonic center. The aria begins in a minor key to reflect the
emotional turmoil carried from the prelude, then it gradually moves to D major as he is
ready to pray, which reflects the recovery of his faith, and when he fully gains his
confidence in God and the message of God does not begin until the G major section
begins, because this is when the prophecy of God starts, and Verdi wanted to stabilize the
key only when God‘s message comes in. The aria begins in sotto voce and is matched by
cello solo making the first part of the aria a duet between two lines. This is another
precursor of Verdi‘s frequent use of cello solo matched with bass voice in his later operas,
particularly in the scenes where a bass is in a desolate state of mind. In the second part of
the aria E di canti a te sacrati (And with sacred hymns to thee), all the strings join in
while cellos play the melody with the voice, and after the cadenza, the cello continues to
echo the melody while the voice provides the counter melody. This short, yet powerful,
aria is a defining dramatic moment because it provides us valuable insight into Zaccaria,
a character who portrays a strong façade of a political and spiritual leader throughout the
opera—a typical face of a bass in opera. Here, we witness a deeper dimension of a
character sung by a bass and the first evidence of Verdi‘s revolution for bass voice in
dramatic approach that will continue to develop in his later operas.
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In the next scene, Levites, Anna, Fenena, and Ismaele show up apparently
summoned by Zaccaria. Before Fenena completely explains her conversion to Judaism,
Fenena‘s assistant, Abdallo, comes in with urgent news that it is believed Nabucco has
died and Abigaille is about to take over the power. Abigaille enters with her forces and
tries to take the crown from Fenena. This is when Nabucco shows up and orders all to
bow down before him and worship him. Again Zaccaria challenges Nabucco‘s blasphemy
and warns that God will grab him by his hair and take his throne from him. As Fenena
proclaims that she has converted to Jewish faith, Nabucco claims that he is no longer a
king, but God. A thunderbolt bursts and Nabucco‘s crown is knocked off by an invisible
force. Nabucco is now haunted by phantoms with flaming swords—Angels described in
Genesis. As he collapses, Zaccaria proclaims that heaven has punished the boaster, just as
he predicted, to end the second act while Abigaille takes the crown and presents herself
as the villainess of the opera, which was overshadowed at the end of the first act.
The third act begins with the scene where Abigaille is on the throne acting as the
regent of the country. Nabucco has a limited mental capacity and can‘t understand the
situation or who Abigaille is. She tricks him into signing the decree to execute all Jews
including Fenena. Nabucco finally realizes what has happened and pleads for Fenena‘s
life, which Abigaille refuses. In the next scene, we see Hebrews in chains as working
slaves, reminiscent of Hebrews under Egyptian rule from the book of Exodus. They sing
the pillar of this opera in chorus, named ―Chorus of the Hebrew Slaves.‖ Again this is
another short scene in the opera that is given rather simple music. It is mainly sung in
unison while the melody is repeated by the strings, harmonic progression is quite
predictable without any sophisticated modulation or other compositional elements, and it
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does not offer any dramatic importance to the plot. Yet from the birth of the opera, its
successful premiere, and through its popularity, even to this day, this chorus is what
defines not only the opera Nabucco, but also possibly the core of Verdi‘s music. After all,
the text of this chorus was the fundamental inspiration for Verdi to decide to compose
this opera in the first place.
I… threw the manuscript on to the table almost violently… The roll of paper
opened out; and without my knowing quite how I found myself staring at the page
in front of me and my eyes fell on this line:
Va, pensiero sull’ali dorati
I ran over the lines that followed and I was profoundly struck by them especially
as they were almost a paraphrase from the Bible which I have always enjoyed
reading. I read one passage then two more; then still firm in my resolve never to
compose again I forced myself to tie up the fascicle and went off to bed!... But…
Nabucco kept running though my head… I couldn‘t get to sleep; I got up and read
the libretto not once but two or three times so that by morning you could say that I
knew the whole of Solera‘s libretto off by heart.45
One day, Verdi had met Merelli who complained that German opera composer
Otto Nicolai had turned down a magnificent libretto by Solera. Verdi at once
offered a libretto given to him to Merelli because he had not written a note of
music since he decided not to compose any more after the failure of Un giorno di
regno. Merelli insisted that Verdi read it through despite Verdi‘s refusal. Upon
reading the libretto, the verses from the scene where the Israelites in captivity are
singing ‗Va, pensiero, sull’ali dorate’ provided the inspiration he needed to
compose his third opera and the first masterpiece, Nabucco.46
It seems only natural that Verdi wanted to ensure the importance of this chorus.
What Verdi has done to strengthen the scene that begins with ―Va, pensiero‖ was
extraordinary, and it is convincing that he saw this scene as the apex of the entire opera.
This is why, instead of the love duet between Ismaele and Fenena that his librettist
originally wrote, he insisted on adding Zaccaria‘s aria/scene.
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He insisted that a duet between Fenena and Ishmael (Ismaele) be replaced by a
―prophecy‖ for Zacharias (Zaccaria).47
He obviously saw a love duet as an anticlimactic scene that follows this important
chorus. Unlike the bel canto composers before him, Verdi did not want to center
Nabucco‘s dramatic gravity on the romantic couple and their struggles, although there is
a romantic couple in the opera. It was because he saw the conflict in Nabucco more than
just that of individuals but rather that of nations. Verdi‘s placement of a low male voice
as the center of the opera rather than the lover-duet in Nabucco was a huge departure
from bel canto tradition. In few operas of the time is the love interest quite so
perfunctory.48 Verdi saw Nabucco as a manifesto, a demonstration, an opera of mass
conflicts.49 And each group of people is represented by a strong leader—Nabucco,
baritone, is a self-serving egoist who leads the Babylonians; Zaccaria, bass, is the
mouthpiece of Jehovah to the Hebrew people; and, Abigaille, dramatic soprano,
represents Baal‘s priests and followers who despise the Hebrews and overthrow Nabucco.
Roger Parker writes,
Nabucco has no important tenor role; Nabucco and Zaccaria present magnificent
opportunities for the baritone and bass, and Abigaille.50
The importance Verdi has bestowed to the bass, Zaccaria, in Nabucco is
particularly significant. If one puts aside the political and personal feelings,
Nabucco is ultimately the story of the triumph of the oppressed righteous versus
the oppressing evil. Zaccaria, a bass, is the symbol of his people‘s resilience and
the hero of the opera—not the tenor.
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By the time of Verdi‘s arrival to the Italian opera scene, virtually all Italian
opera‘s drama was centered around the love story of a female singer—soprano
predominantly—and a tenor, even in azioni sacre (sacred drama-opera based on biblical
story). In Mosè in Egitto, azione sacra by Gioacchino Rossini, the love story between a
tenor, Osiride—Pharaoh‘s son, and a soprano, Elcia—an Israelite girl, is a center of the
plot. However, unlike Rossini who followed the usual practice of the period and set the
center of the opera on the love story in the sacred drama, Verdi wanted to focus his opera
on the mass struggle in Nabucco. The drama of Nabucco is firmly centered on the
struggles of good and evil represented by two countries and two religions, and their
leaders. In order to accommodate his dramatic commitment, instead of having a tenor
sing the main character, Verdi chooses a baritone to sing the title role and a bass to sing
his counterpart because low voices are better suited to sing the role of a king and a priest
who must portray the authority and power instead of youthful passion. With the help of
Solera, Verdi expanded the dramatic significance of Zaccaria to equal that of Nabucco—
arguably more important than Nabucco—and this was the ideal point to present the
prophet on stage, as he is the ultimate representative of Israelites. In the Bible, a prophet
who goes into exile to Babylonia is Ezekiel, not Zaccaria, who lived later than the time of
the opera‘s action. However, Solera chooses to use excerpts from the book of Jeremiah,
who also lived during the fall of Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar. It appears Solera wanted
to create a fictional biblical character the audience would easily recognize as a man of
God by combining elements and names of multiple biblical prophets. Vincent Godefroy
writes, ―In him speaks and gesticulates Samuel or Elijah, Ezekiel or Nahum, Isaiah or
Baruch.‖51 Zaccaria now appears as God‘s response to the Hebrews‘ lamentation in ―Va,
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pensiero‖ and their plea is answered by God through him making the two the apex of the
opera. The text of this chorus was the key inspiration for Verdi to compose Nabucco and
it is a chorus of longing and sorrow. As a dramatist, he could not leave this unanswered
or followed by a love duet. Zaccaria‘s prophetic aria was the perfect way to follow the
chorus and strengthen the entire scene, as he is the leader of Hebrews and the messenger
of God. In the Bible, God‘s deliverance always took place through a leader appointed by
God personally such as Moses or Joshua, or a spiritual leader such as a judge or prophet
who undertakes the political leadership, or a political leader such as a king supported by a
prophet or high priest. Zaccaria is not only a prophet, but also represents a king, judge,
and high priest reminiscent of Samuel and Moses of the Old Testament. Zaccaria‘s
prophetic arias based on Verdi‘s full understanding of the Bible provide the answers to
the Israelites questions expressed in their chorus.
Zaccaria‘s third aria is structurally similar to his first aria in the first act. It is in
typical recitative, cavatina, and cabaletta format. The key changes made in the recitative
through the means of repeated secondary dominant modulations and ending in the new
key to start the cavatina are also very closely related to that of the first aria. The dramatic
idea of the recitative is also similar in nature as Zaccaria asks his people to stop crying
and rise up to hear the prophecy of God through his lips. However there are clear musical
differences in cavatina and cabaletta because of the dramatic differences present. Both
cavatinas derive the story from the Bible, but unlike the first aria, the cavatina here is in a
minor key—B minor. It is because, contrary to the first aria‘s cavatina where he was
telling his people to have hope by telling of the victorious story of Moses and Gideon
from the book of Exodus and The Judges, he is now foreseeing the future where the vile

39

chains will be broken and a desolate picture of Babylonia as the result of God‘s
punishment deriving from the Book of Jeremiah. The basic rhythmic idea is also similar
where the triplet against duple rhythm with dotted eighths adds forward vitality in music.
However, instead of long legato lines and staccati that prevailed in the first cavatina,
Verdi adds the energy and power to the music by using accents, sweeping chromatic
notes and tremolo in the orchestra. He uses accents in several different ways to maximize
the effect. First, Verdi adds forward moving vitality to the line with the accent on the
long third beat after staccato triplets in pianissimo. This also helps the text delivery, as he
writes the long note on the down beat with one syllable and multiple syllables on the
fourth beat to avoid the direct clash between the orchestra and the voice. When crescendo
over the bar line is needed, the second and fourth beat have the accent. At the climactic
words, he adds accents on several notes. Due to the nature of the way it would be played
and sung, it becomes a mixture of stress and tenuto combined making each note with the
accent longer and more prominent. With the exception of a few high notes for the bass,
Verdi keeps the dynamics of the orchestra soft to ensure the text delivery throughout the
cavatina.
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Example 6. Zaccaria‘s third aria from Nabucco52

The role of the chorus is kept to a minimum to keep the focus of the drama on
Zaccaria here. Unlike the first aria-scene or any other aria-scenes by other characters, the
cavatina moves to cabaletta without any interjecting scene to bridge the two sections.
This makes the cavatina and cabaletta as one unit and strengthens the dramatic continuity
and dramatic synergy. This continuing flow of drama is strengthened by the fact that
Zaccaria‘s prophecy foretelling the demise and destruction of Babylonia continues from
cavatina to cabaletta. To support this idea of seamless transition, Verdi moves the key of
the cavatina from B minor to the parallel key in the cabaletta. The only difference is the
reflection on the dramatic change—contrast to the mysterious picture of cavatina in
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minor key—cabaletta‘s music changes to a triumph march in major key with thick
orchestration. The most important element in the cabaletta is the way Verdi treated the
chorus and its relation to Zaccaria. Roger Parker in The New Grove Dictionary of Music
and Musicians says,
The essential ingredients of Verdi‘s early style are in place: a new and dynamic
use of the chorus, an extraordinary rhythmic vitality and, above all, an acute sense
of dramatic pacing.53
Initially the seed for this innovation was planted by the librettist, Solera. Budden
explains the collaboration of both men in dramatic and musical innovations that enabled
this masterpiece eloquently,
Solera‘s greatest innovation lay in the emphasis he gave to the chorus. His
Nabucco is a drama not of people but of a people. The great chorus ―Va, pensiero‖
has no equivalent either in ballet or play. Clothed in Verdi‘s music they take on
significance far beyond anything in the original drama.54
As Budden noticed, it was Verdi‘s music, based on his instinct and commitment
that made the fusion of Zaccaria‘s expanded role and dynamic chorus successful and the
center of the opera. As a result, the dramatic power of chorus scenes was enhanced by
Zaccaria as Verdi intended and Zaccaria‘s dramatic role was empowered by being
attached to the chorus, as the center of this opera is undoubtedly in the chorus. In contrast
to the cavatina, where the chorus had very little focus, in the cabaletta, the chorus
gradually emerges as the central force of the aria until Zaccaria and the chorus become
one voice. The words at the beginning of cabaletta are the last part of the prophecy. Verdi
carefully aligns Zaccaria‘s words against that of the chorus to ensure full understanding
of both while convincing us that Zaccaria‘s inspiration finally reached out to his people
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and, despite the hopeless state they are in, they sing the song of freedom. Their response
in the first cabaletta was a simple repetition to Zaccaria‘s words. Now they are not only
reacting to his words, but also elaborating by taking an active role in the prophecy. They
are no longer being led by Zaccaria, rather being one with him in faith.
Zaccaria:
Come notte a sol fulgente,
Come polve in preda al vento,
Sparirai nel gran cimento,
Dio di Belo menzogner
Tu d‘Abramo Iddio possente,
A pugnar con noi discendi,
Ne‘ tuoi servi un soffio accendi
Che dia morte allo straniero

Like night before the bright sun,
Like the dust blown by the wind,
You will vanish in the great power,
O god of Baal.
You, mighty God of Abraham,
Descend to fight with us,
In your servants start a breath of fire
that will bring death to the foreigner.

Chorus:
Come notte a sol fulgente,
Come polve in preda al vento,
Sparirai nel gran cimento,
Dio di Belo menzogner
Ne‘ tuoi servi un soffio accendi
Che dia morte allo straniero

Like night before the bright sun,
Like the dust blown by the wind,
You will vanish in the great power,
O god of Baal.
In your servants start a breath of fire
that will bring death to the foreigner.

Figure 6. ―Zaccaria‘s cabaletta from Act I‖

Zaccaria:
Niuna pietra ove sores l‘altera
Babilonia allo stranio dirà!

Not a stone will remain to tell the stranger
Where Babylonia once stood!

Chorus:
Oh, qual fuoco nel veglio balena!
Sul suo labbro favella il Signor!

Oh, what fire flashes in the old man!
On his lips speak the Lord!

Sì, fia rotta l‘indegna catena,
Si scuote di Giuda il valor!

Yes, the wicked chains shall be cut,
The courage of the Judah is jolted!

Figure 7. ―Zaccaria‘s cabaletta from Act III‖

Act IV is the conclusion of the battle between Good and Evil. However, because
of the prophecy given by Zaccaria in the triumphant music in the previous scene, it serves
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more like an epilogue in its importance. The act begins with the scene where Nabucco is
in a room just waking up and his senses have returned. He sees through the window that
Fenena along with all the other Jews is under arrest while the crowd is chanting ―Death to
Fenena.‖ He realizes that he is a prisoner unable to do anything and begins to pray to the
God of the Hebrews asking for his help and forgiveness, and promises to worship him
forever if he is saved. Abdallo, Fenena‘s solider, comes in with soldiers, and they all vow
to win back the throne for Nabucco. The next scene takes us to the hanging gardens
where Fenena and the Jews are being led to their execution in the funeral march.
Zaccaria‘s recitative again leads the key change from G minor of the prelude to F major
of Fenena‘s aria in a similar transition idea of his other arias. He tells Fenena that she will
be a martyr and that she is about to return to her homeland—heaven ending her exile—
life on earth. His vocal line ascends chromatically reflecting the words and heightened
emotion. Fenena‘s prayer has some resemblance to Zaccaria‘s prayer in Act II in its
melodic and rhythmic idea as well as the evidence of word painting, for instance, the
ascending notes towards the word ―Iddio‖ (God) and ―Il Ciel‖ (Heaven). This musical
relation tells us not only Fenena has reached the spiritual of a true Jew. Each main
character in Nabucco is receiving an approval from Zaccaria. Ismaele was given a
confirmation of pardon from Zaccaria in Act III, now Fenena is called a martyr. Then
Nabucco enters the scene with his warriors. As he tells all to break the idol, a divine force
knocks down the idol of Baal and it shatters just as Zaccaria prophesied. Nabucco
proclaims that the Jews are free and confesses that Jehovah is the great and mighty God
and he asks Fenena to worship the God of Israel with him. Abigaille enters and asks for
forgiveness for her sin. She dies as she confesses that she also will worship God. Zaccaria
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appoints Nabucco as king of kings in serving God, Jehovah, to end the opera. It was the
voice of Zaccaria that opens the opera with the message of hope in the midst of
Nabucco‘s threat and now he ends it with the fulfillment of his prophecy with the
appointment of Nabucco who will rule as the king who serves God.
In conclusion, placement of a bass in the center of the opera‘s plot and the music
that perfectly supports the importance of the role within the drama was the result of
Verdi‘s commitment as the dramatist. His innovation was based on his ability to compose
the music that supports the drama on the structural foundation of his predecessors. When
the drama called for it, he did not hesitate to break out of the tradition and this is why he
placed Zaccaria at the apex of the drama in Nabucco and supplied the music that supports
the newfound importance for Zaccaria. He used the following ideas to strengthen the
dramatic depth and significance of Zaccaria in the opera. First, Zaccaria is the most
steadfast and energized character in the opera. Every character in Nabucco demonstrates
the weakness and obstacles they must overcome. Zaccaria holds his faith throughout the
opera and his unshakable trust in God holds his people together at all times. His aria
demonstrates his strength and how he empowers his people. His aria also demonstrates
the super-human quality in him and the inspiration that sparks in him given by God.
Second, Verdi offered us an insight to Zaccaria‘s venerable side without making him
weak or unstable in the second act where we witness his moment of pain and sorrow. A
bass with emotional and dramatic depth and complexity is born, breaking out of bel canto
tradition. Third, Zaccaria is given equal dramatic importance and his music gives an edge
to him over other characters. Zaccaria‘s entrances and arias are carefully placed and
composed to enhance his dramatic importance and are always closely connected to the
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chorus—the center of opera‘s actions. Verdi juxtaposed well-structured and carefully
planned dramatic choices that maximize the effectiveness of Zaccaria‘s entrances, which
portray his strong character and his dramatic significance. Nabucco is the supreme
instance of the triumph of the whole over the parts.55 As the character that represents the
Israelites, Zaccaria has to have the emotional and dramatic depth of a person that
illustrates a multidimensional character. Verdi also uses his keen understanding of voices
and composed music that maximizes the bass voice‘s strength and dynamic balance with
other voices, chorus, and orchestra. The result is a dramatic importance of a bass voice in
opera unseen since the time of Mozart and a dramatic revolution in Italian opera.
Furthermore, this is the beginning of Verdi‘s evolution for the bass voice that will
continue to grow in his future works. We will witness several ideas that Verdi explored in
his treatment of a bass voice in Nabucco. These ideas continued to serve him in his
development as a dramatist and became the trademarks of Verdi‘s composition in his
future operas.
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CHAPTER III: ATTILA IN ATTILA
Background and Significance
Verdi‘s most productive years came after the success of Nabucco. For the next
nine years, until the completion of Rigoletto in 1851, Verdi wrote at least one opera per
year, sometimes two, and even three operas in 1847 if you include Jérusalem, which was
the French revision of I Lombardi (1843). This period was called ―Galley years‖ by the
composer himself later, although his fast pace of writing operas was nothing strange for
an Italian opera composer of the time. He simply walked the same path that his
predecessors such as Donizetti, Bellini, and Rossini took in order to establish oneself as
an opera composer who could satisfy the voracious demand of Italian opera audiences,
and the eagerness of impresarios. Monetary compensation and fame were surely the
reasons why an opera composer would stretch his creative limits by composing so many
works in such a short period. Verdi was no exception; but his strongest motivation
appeared to be achieving his artistic goals. The evidence is in the efforts he invested to
find the ideal subjects and librettos for his operas during this period.
After the triumph of Nabucco and subsequent success of I Lombardi, Verdi was
now in high demand as the new star composer of Italian opera. His operas were being
mounted not only all over Italy, but also in other countries in Europe with enthusiasm.
Audiences were now thirsty for his new works while the impresarios of opera houses
were eager to secure his future operas. With four operas under his belt, he now seemed to
be ready to venture outside of Milan and La Scala. Although he was still contracted to
write one more opera for Merelli, his next opera was written for Teatro La Fenice in
Venice, one of the most important opera houses in Italy and the chief rival of La Scala in
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northern Italy. Instead of following the usual practice of the day where most decisions
were made for him by the theatre or its impresario with limited room for negotiation, this
time Verdi wanted to have total control of his opera. He made a number of demands to
the management of La Fenice and all of them were granted, including a high
compensation, the selection of singers, the right to choose the story and, most importantly,
librettist. Here we see a turning point in Verdi‘s approach to his opera where he went
beyond just writing an opera that will suit the drama; rather, he wanted to build his opera
on the dramatic foundation of his choice and choose other elements that would
complement his effort. Also important here are a number of Verdi‘s strong characteristics
manifested during this period that would continue to develop throughout his career, and
that would yield rich fruits in his future operas, just as Nabucco had done.
With his fame came power—the power to dictate his own terms to create an opera
for the first time, and he started the process by finding an ideal drama. In search of the
subject of his new opera for La Fenice, Verdi invested an unusual amount of time and
effort. With the possible exception of Bellini, none of Verdi‘s predecessors was so
particular as to the choice of plots.1 His strong interest in foreign literature is clearly
shown already in this period. First, he explored stories with an English theme or by
English authors. The first dramas that attracted him were King Lear and Byron‘s The
Corsair, but he dismissed both of them and moved on to others. Several other works were
explored and passed: Byron‘s The Bride of Anydos, Dumas‘ Catherine Howard, and
Byron‘s The two Foscari.2 This is when a young poet who aspired to be a librettist was
introduced to him. His name was Francesco Maria Piave, and this was the beginning of
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one of the most productive opera composer and librettist relationships in history; it would
span more than twenty years and ten operas, nearly one third of Verdi‘s total operas. It
was an unusual choice of librettist for Verdi because unlike his previous collaborator,
Solera, who was a seasoned librettist, Piave was a beginner to the opera stage. However,
the nature of Verdi‘s collaboration with Piave explains the reason for his decision. At the
time of their encounter, Piave was writing a libretto on Cromwell, later to become Allan
Cameron based on Walter Scott‘s novel Woodstock, and, after reading parts of them,
Verdi agreed to have him finish it for his opera. Piave‘s ability as a poet may have
satisfied Verdi, but it was the fact that Piave was malleable to Verdi‘s wishes that made
this collaboration more pleasing for the composer. Now, Verdi was no longer limited by
the terms of others and could work on his opera solely on his own creative vision with
complete control of his new opera, that including a librettist who would take his direction
without resistance. Verdi‘s correspondence with Piave tells how instructive and insistent
he was with his inexperienced librettist and also reveals his vision of music-drama. What
Verdi wanted was energy-filled moments and actions leading the opera, not long
storytelling that could slow down the pace of the drama. He was adamant about keeping
the libretto compact and concise. ―You know better than I that in this type of composition
there is no effect unless there is action, so therefore let‘s have as few words as possible.‖3
By this point in his career, Verdi had a keen understanding of what the audience wanted
and what could produce excitement on stage. His previous failures and successes thus far
had matured him to be a composer who understood his audience, and now he was ready
to take charge and bet on his instinct. He wrote, ―I do insist on brevity because that‘s
3

Abbiati, Giuseppe Verdi, 422-3.

50

what the audience wants.‖4 Despite Piave‘s effort in completing the libretto of Allan
Cameron, Verdi and the director of La Fenice both agreed that this was not the libretto
they could take further as it was. Verdi called it ―miserably uneventful.‖5 However, Verdi
showed a strong interest in Victor Hugo‘s Hernani (later to become Ernani) and was
willing to have Piave write the libretto for it after he was paid for writing the libretto of
Allan Cameron. Verdi‘s enthusiasm for Ernani was correct and it produced a huge
success. With Ernani, Verdi‘s reputation reached not only all over Europe, but other parts
of the world, such as Turkey, Africa, and South America. What was important in Ernani
was Verdi‘s successful attempt to juxtapose the drama, librettist, theatre, singers, and
music harmoniously while focusing on individual conflict and passion in the drama. This
was a turning point in his growth as a dramatist although it would take many more years
to master the skill.
For the next two years, Verdi was busy writing operas for Teatro Argentina in
Rome, Teatro alla Scala in Milan, and Teatro San Carlo in Naples.6 All of them were for
the most important theatres in the biggest cities of Italy, but despite Verdi‘s effort, none
of them would come to bear the kind of success he had with his previous three operas.
There were several varying reasons. With I due Foscari, it seemed meeting or exceeding
the high standard and expectation set by Ernani was an impossible task in four months of
preparation. Also Verdi tried to infuse the two styles of his previous operas—grand
choral opera such as Nabucco and opera on individual conflicts such as Ernani—but
came up short. Although I due Foscari was built in a similar style of individual conflicts
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by Piave, Verdi told him to add the grand-scale structure of Nabucco, something not well
suited for Piave. He did urge Piave to attempt something grandiose for the first-act
finale.7 The result was an opera inferior to both Nabucco and Ernani.
His next opera, Giovanna d’Arco, was composed for La Scala and its impresario,
Merelli, as a part of the old contract to write three more operas after the success of
Oberto. Fully understanding the taste of his audience based on his formal successes,
Verdi went back to his old formula of a large-scale work with big choral scenes with
Solera who was particularly good at this style of opera. However, this time, he tried
something new again. Unlike Nabucco or I Lombardi, he placed the main focus on one
character, Joan, instead of the usual conflict of a nation. Verdi finally had a chance to
write a ―prima donna‖ opera that dated back to the pre-Ernani period where he
considered themes such as The Bride of Abydos and Caterina Howard. For a long time,
he clung to the notion of a ―Prima donna‖ opera.8 ―Prima donna‖ opera is the typical
product of bel canto opera by Bellini, Rossini, and Donizetti in works such as Norma,
Semiramide, and Lucia di Lammermoor. Once again, Verdi explored the possibility of
fusing different styles of operatic tradition to create his music-drama. The young Verdi
was constantly experimenting with the formal vehicles through which his drama was
projected.9 The singer assigned for Verdi was Erminia Frezzolini, who premiered the title
role in I Lombardi, so Verdi was fully aware of the vocal capability of this extraordinary
soprano, and it is no surprise that the ―prima donna‖ opera theme surfaced soon after the
success of I Lombardi. Now he had a chance to utilize her bel canto vocal ability in a
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grand choral tableau of Nabucco and I Lombardi. The end result is an opera with one
leading female singer supported by powerful ensemble and a hybrid of two styles—bel
canto opera vocalism in Verdian grand choral opera structure.
The next opera, Alzira, was written for Teatro San Carlo in Naples, another top
opera house in Italy, and Verdi was assigned a house librettist of high reputation.
Salvatore Cammarano was the most famous librettists in Italy with several successful
operas by Donizetti under his belt. But it appeared that having a famous libretto was
against Verdi, as Verdi left the selection of the theme to the theatre and the librettist and
seemed to have played a passive role in the creation of the libretto and did not use his
instinct to lead the direction of the drama. The choice of subject was not Verdi‘s.10
Unfortunately, Alzira was a big disappointment and failed. It appears to be the result of
not one main reason, but rather an accumulation of the facts, and the biggest was Verdi
stretching himself too thin. It is possible that Verdi could not afford to invest his time
working on the dramatic process to which he was so dedicated. With each work—I due
Foscari, Giovanna d’Arco, and Alzira—Verdi tried new ideas and formulas, but by the
time he was working on Alzira, it seemed he just did not have enough time and physical
strength to fully integrate all elements together to produce masterpieces. Soon after the
success of Ernani, Verdi was involved with many commitments and had to spend a lot of
effort finding suitable subjects for his future operas while working on immediate
engagements. We find a list of possible operatic subjects: Shakespeare‘s King Lear;
Hamlet, The Tempest; Byron‘s Cain; Hugo‘s Le Roi s’amuse, Marion Delorme, Ruy Blas;
Grillparzer‘s Die Ahnfrau; Dumas Père‘s Kean; Racine‘s Phèdre; Calderón‘s A secreto
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agravio secreta venganza; Dennery‗s Maria Giovanna; Chateaubriand‘s Atala; and a few
others by authors not named.11 Also, he was always conducting, supervising, or adding
arias to his previous operas while working on the new ones. Verdi, composing Giovanna
d’Arco, rehearsing I Lombardi, and carrying on his usual schedule of business
correspondence and interviews, was working from eight in the morning until after
midnight.12 To add more strain to him, Verdi became very angry with Merelli, impresario
of La Scala and Ricordi, the publisher who had ownership of all of Verdi‘s opera scores
thus far. As a result, Verdi did not produce a new opera at La Scala for twenty-four years,
and he agreed to work with Ricordi‘s chief rival, Francesco Lucca. It is no wonder Verdi
succumbed to illness often during this period just as this kind of work load had burned
out his predecessors physically and artistically. Joseph Wechsberg articulately
summarized this:
Some fine, sensitive composers could not stand the murderous pace and cracked
up. Bellini died, aged thirty-four, of dysentery, weakened, a victim of overwork.
Donizetti died in a lunatic asylum. Rossini, immensely gifted, stopped writing
operas when he was thirty-seven though he lived another thirty-nine years.13
Verdi already had some health issues before, but by the spring of 1845, he became so sick
that he even had to ask Teatro San Carlo to delay the premiere of Alzira, which was
denied. Most Italian composers of the day were used to writing operas in quick
succession, but even for Verdi writing three operas in less than a year proved to have an
obvious negative effect. As his body began to show the signs of fatigue, so did his music,
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and the critics noticed it. Vincenzo Torelli wrote in his paper L’Omnibus after Alzira,
―No human talent is capable of producing two or three grand operas a year.‖14 Even more
alarming were the negative reviews by Milanese critics that came after Giovanna d’Arco.
There were signs that his honeymoon with the Milan critics was over.
Several notices complained that he was repeating himself.15
Although they did not enjoy the kind of success of Nabucco, I Lombardi, or Ernani, both
I due Foscari and Giovanna d’Arco were well received by the audience and a respectable
number of performances were given after the premiere. However, Alzira was given only
four performances in total, clearly a failure and became the least performed opera by him.
Even Verdi in his later life called it, ―Really ugly.‖16
Renowned Verdi scholar, Julian Budden writes, ―The idea of setting Zacharias
Werner‘s play Attila, König der Hunnen seems to have been suggested during the spring
of 1845 by Andrei Maffei.‖17 However, Verdi‘s letter to Piave shows he was seriously
exploring the possibility as early as April 1844.18 What actually happened was explained
better by Charles Osborne: In April 1844, Verdi was already discussing Attila with Piave.
19
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We do not have clear evidence that can explain why Verdi changed his mind, but
what we do know is that Verdi‘s decision to hire Solera to work on Attila came soon after
the premiere of Giovanna a’Arco, a grand choral opera. By then, he fully understood the
ability of Piave in comparison to that of Solera because Verdi had two chances to work
with Piave on I due Foscari and Ernani, which enabled him to compare the two different
librettists. In the end, Verdi‘s choice was to have Solera work on Attila, which needed to
be in grand choral tableau. Solera was a specialist in this style, and the three operas he
worked on for Verdi were all successful. Verdi had a lot to prove with his next opera, as
he knew that, in comparison to Nabucco, I Lombardo, and Ernani, his last three operas
came short of achieving success and the last one of them certainly was a failure. It is only
natural that he did not want to take any chance since he was writing the opera for La
Fenice, a theatre that had provided all the ingredients needed for the success of Ernani.
All elements were lined up well: a powerful drama he was passionate about, a proven
librettist, an accommodating theatre, and excellent singers—and, despite the possible
patriotic theme, even the censors did not heckle him. His confidence can be traced in his
letter to Léon Escudier, the French publisher. He even suggested to the publisher a
French version of Attila as a suitable work with which to make his début at the Paris
Opera: ―It is a stupendous subject! The poem is by Solera, and I am pleased with it. How
beautiful Attila would be for the Grand Opéra in Paris!‖21 It was a strong and significant
enthusiasm, because for an Italian composer of the age, the Paris Opera was the ultimate
stage of international triumph, as it was for Rossini, Donizetti, and Bellini. However,
Verdi‘s enthusiasm ran into two huge stumbling blocks within a few months. First, the
21
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librettist, Solera, decided to leave for Spain with his soprano wife and left the libretto
unfinished with sketches of the last act. Verdi turned back to Piave to finish the libretto
while Solera showed no commitment to complete the work, and, as a result, the premiere
of Attila had to be postponed. Second, Verdi became seriously ill. His body must have
reached its limit by now, and this added strain took its toll as he fell ill again. He had
been ill before, which slowed down his opera writing, but this time it was more serious
than ever, as there was even a report of his death while he was in his sickbed for three
weeks.22 Although he was advised to rest for six months23, he seemed to be determined to
work on Attila, as he slowly, but surely, continued to work on it until it was ready for the
premiere on March 17, 1846, two and a half months later than the original schedule.24
Attila was a success at the box office in Venice and in other theatres in Italy as
well as other countries. However, there are several important elements in this opera that
mark it as a turning point for Verdi, both in his general opera writing and also his
treatment of bass voice. By the time Verdi wrote Attila, he had enough power to set his
own terms with the theatres. After Nabucco and I Lombardi, he wanted to place even
more dramatic importance in his opera and find new ways to ensure that the drama of the
opera is supported by his music. He took extra efforts to choose a story that had dramatic
merits and composed music that highlighted the power of the drama. To achieve that, he
began to provide music that reflects the text effectively and define the characters in the
opera. Also, more focus was placed on the individuals and their conflicts, rather than on
mass and its struggles. The chorus still has importance and is used effectively to energize
22
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the opera, but Verdi methodically either removes the chorus or minimizes its role and
places focus on the main characters. This experiment began with Ernani and reached its
climax in Attila, which marks the growth into maturity for Verdi. Attila, along with the
next opera, Macbeth, is not only the end of Verdi‘s grand choral tableau operas, but also
a turning point for his style as he fully focuses on the individual characters and their
issues in his operas afterward. More importantly, several key ideas he used in Attila to
strengthen the importance of the main characters appear in their full development in his
later operas. In Attila, Verdi introduces to us a bass who is a human. He is still a king, but
he falls from being a mighty king to a weak human whose fate was doomed by his
superstition and untested trust of others. We witness a multidimensional bass with merits
and flaws. This is the beginning of verismo for the bass voice. We also see the
foreshadowing of the baritone and bass vocal duel and also of vocal duel between two
basses. The seeds Verdi planted in Attila for bass voice continue to grow in operas
afterward and bear the major fruits in Don Carlo twenty-one years later. Attila was not
only an opera full of Verdi‘s new experiments, but also an incubator of his future ideas as
a dramatist for bass voice.
Music and Drama of Attila
The opera begins with a prelude (preludio) instead of an overture (sinfonia). The
main differences between the two are its length and the musical elements in it. The
standard Italian opera overture of the time was written usually in three parts in sonata
frame and features the several key themes from the opera; thus, it gives you a
kaleidoscopic musical preview of the opera as ―potpourri‖ or ―medley‖ overture. In
general, Verdi‘s overtures at the beginning of his career can be categorized as this
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conventional style. A prelude is in general much shorter than an overture, with condensed
intensity, and it sets the dramatic tone or mood of the opera or leads the drama with its
music to the opening act. Usually its music is not borrowed materials from the opera.
From Nabucco on, Verdi of this period was experimenting with both ideas and trying to
find the best way to accommodate the opera dramatically with the orchestral music that
precedes the opera. One can clearly see the efforts he invested to find a good match for
each opera. For his first three operas, Verdi wrote a full-size overture in conventional
style. However, as early as in Nabucco, one already sees his effort to enhance the
dramatic importance of the overture as it is centered on the conflicts of the two nations
represented by the choral themes of Israelites and Baal‘s followers. With this, he is
showing his view of the drama instead of just offering the musical preview of the opera.
After the success of Nabucco, interestingly he changed the direction and I Lombardi
becomes the first opera in which he used a prelude and he used it for the next two operas,
Ernani and I due Foscari. When one looks closely at the three preludes, his reason
becomes clear. In the three preludes, he offers music that represents the central mood,
actions, and key emotion of the operas: inner conflict and transformation (I Lombardi),
love and the oath that leads to the tragic end (Ernani), and violent emotional turmoil of a
father (I due Foscari). For the next opera, Giovanna d’Arco, he went back to the overture,
the first since Nabucco, and wrote another one for Alzira. However, in both overtures
Verdi departed from a simple ―potpourri‖ or ―medley‖ overture and began to write an
orchestral music that not only illustrates main characters of the opera, but serve as a
concert piece by itself, a forerunner of his later overtures.
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In Attila, he returns to the prelude, and what we hear is a solemn and somber
funeral march followed by a tragic melody in loosely organized canon style that ends in a
grand climax. This compact prelude illustrates the destruction of Aquileia that precedes
the opera serving as the preview of the story leading to the first scene and also foretells of
the tragic end of Attila by encapsulating the end of the drama. In its poignant and
plaintive music, we see the seeds of the preludes of his mature works such as Rigoletto
and La Traviata.
The opera begins with a prologue that takes place in the piazza of Aquileia where
barbarians—the Hun led by Attila—are celebrating their victory and the destruction of
the city. The chorus scene contains the celebration of their bloody conquest, the glory of
Attila, and the announcement of his arrival is surprisingly short and subdued in texture
and musical energy compared to any choral introductions of main characters in Verdi‘s
previous operas. In fact, until the finale of the first act, we do not see any big choral scene
of the sort that virtually defined his previous operas that were built on Solera‘s libretto of
grand choral tableaux. When one reads the text, one clearly sees all elements needed for
the expected grand choral scene in typical Solera fashion. However, Verdi reduces the
importance of the chorus drastically compared to his previous operas with Solera. A usual
full-scale scene that leads to the entrance of a main character includes recitative, cavatina,
and cabaletta with the chorus as we have seen in Verdi‘s previous operas. Instead, what
we see is a very unusual treatment for the entrance of the hero. Opening scenes of grand
opera by Verdi and Solera thus far have had a big chorus number answered by the
appearance of the main character, especially important for the title role character. So it is
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a grand setup for that character, and he or she sings lengthy grand arias with extended
vocal range that end with a grand choral finale.

Example 7. ―Attila‘s Entrance‖25
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In its place, what we hear is a very short chorus followed by a short recitative of
Attila telling his warriors, who are on their knees, to rise and gather around him to sing
the hymn of victors, a rather humble display for the warriors and a king who just won a
major battle against the mighty Romans. The vocal line for Attila‘s appearance is also
very modest in vocal range and instrumentation.
The following scene offers us the opportunity to witness Verdi‘s new direction
further. This scene is labeled ―Scena e cavatina‖ (scene and short aria in a slow tempo),
but what we see is a hybrid of recitative, cavatina, and cabaletta in mixed formats. Again,
this is a truncated version of his previous grand opera scenes of this kind. The first part is
in a quasi-recitative sung by three voices, Attila, Uldino, and Odabella with a full
orchestra accompaniment as a group of Italian women are brought on to the scene. When
Attila asks why they were saved against his order, Uldino, Attila‘s servant, answers that
they were saved because they are unusual women warriors and worthy tribute to the king.
Attila is surprise to hear this and asks who inspired the women to have valor. Odabella
answers that it is their love for the country. Along with a group of female warriors,
Odabella is saved and she was even given Attila‘s sword as a reward for her courage.
Their conversation starts as a quasi recitative by Attila and Uldino, then it ends with
Odabella‘s cadenza encompassing two octaves in a similar vocal style of Abigaille‘s aria
in Nabucco.
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Example 8. ―Odabella‘s Aria and Cadenza‖26

Her aria confesses her love for her country, which has just been sacked by the
barbarians. Her cadenza is followed by a modified cavatina in a new key and time
signature, where she tells Attila that Italian women fight in the battle, unlike barbarian
women, who cry in their carriages. Although this should be her cavatina, Verdi wrote it in
the format of conversation between the characters as he did in the recitative. Odabella is
the main singer who expresses the brevity of the Italian women repeatedly while Atilla
sings a counter melody of admiration for her beauty and passion. The next section is in
26
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another key and 4/4 meter and it works as a bridge for a cabaletta. Attila is pleased to
hear this and offers her to make any wish that will be granted. She asks for her sword
back and Attila offers her his sword instead as a reward. While he sings about how she
has evoked a tender emotion, and the chorus sings of his glory, in her monologue aria,
Odabella sings aside her desire to kill Attila with the sword he gave to her. In the
cabaletta that ends in a big ensemble and scene, Odabella‘s vocal dominance continues as
her singing is the center of the cabaletta until the end. It is an unusual treatment of the
opening scene and more unusual is the way Odabella‘s musical significance outweighs
that of Attila. Although the length of the text for these two characters is about the same, it
is important to see that Verdi gave more dramatic importance to Odabella, not Attila—the
king, victor, hero, and title role—through the music. Verdi methodically achieved this
unique opening scene. First, the vocal range of Attila is much narrower than that of
Odabella. Second, he shortens the amount of singing by Attila and reduces his music to
be a counter melody to the main melody sung by Odabella. Third, the chorus is also
reduced in length and energy to yield to the main characters, Attila, and, more
significantly Odabella. Fourth, in the cabaletta, Uldino and Attila sing with the chorus,
and although Attila is singing a different text than the chorus and Uldino, the audience
does not hear his text clearly because all of them sing at the same time. While Attila is
the voice of minor importance, Odabella is the main solo voice because her line is always
sung by herself. Verdi emphasized the strength of her voice even further with detailed
dramatic and musical instructions for Odabella above her vocal lines, such as con energia
(with energy), declamato (declaimed), grandioso e fiero (grand and proud), stentando
(extend or swell), and con forza (with force). For Attila, none is given. This contrast is

64

not only direct reflection of the text, but also reflection of the nature of two opposite
characters. The entire cabaletta is a solo sung by Odabella with the chorus singing the
vocal ensemble while Attila joins the chorus, making him the secondary character in the
scene. Verdi achieved two things by this seemingly peculiar approach: He placed a center
of the drama and music on the main characters instead of the chorus. He portrayed a very
strong enemy against Attila with a reason to confront him later. Instead of zooming all
focus to the title role, Verdi‘s new idea was to establish strong characters to take the
center of the drama—not the chorus—and place them as strong oppositions to Attila, thus
creating the possibility of strong future situations of confrontation. This is why
Odabella‘s first entry and setting up her strong stature are so important, and we will
continue to see this pattern of setting up strong characters against Attila in the following
scenes. As Odabella and the women warriors exit, Attila orders Uldino to bring in the
envoy from Rome to him. He is surprised to find that the envoy is an old friend and a
worthy enemy, Roman general Ezio—a character that represents historic Flavius Aetius
who grew up among the Huns as a young hostage and later as a Roman general who
defeated Attila in Châlons. Despite losing the battle at Châlons to Ezio, Attila greets him
with compliments as the mighty warrior and shield of Rome. Now, for the second time,
we see Attila‘s reverence towards a warrior of valor and bravery, even towards an enemy
who opposed and even defeated him in the battlefield. It is one of the key elements to
understanding his character and relationship with others in the opera. However, in
contrast to Attila‘s openness, Ezio proposes to make a deal to join forces with Attila
taking both Roman empires while he gets to keep Italy for himself.
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Attila is deeply disappointed and disgusted by Ezio‘s proposal and refuses the
offer. In the final part of the duet, Attila proclaims that Rome will be destroyed, and Ezio
leaves after telling his adversary that the same warriors who tested Attila‘s army will be
commanded by him again. The meeting between two former friends and now foes is
illustrated in a typical duet scene format with the opening recitative, exchanges of solo
lines in andante, and, after building momentum in excitement, another recitative, then
ending with a duet in a fast tempo. However, the significance here is that this is the first
time Verdi sets a scene where two low voices—a baritone and a bass—confront each
other in his opera; this platform serves his future operas effectively (i.e., Rigoletto, Simon
Boccanegra, Don Carlo). Verdi is continually exploring new compositional methods to
establish the dramatic identity of a character sung by a bass in his opera, and in Attila he
uses powerful confrontations by strong opponents against him. With Ezio, Verdi uses two
methods. First, he establishes the opposite personalities in two characters. Ezio is cunning,
shrewd, and willing to compromise to achieve his ambition through all methods that
include treachery. Instead of protecting Rome from the invaders, he wants to take the
throne from his emperor through a treacherous deal with Attila. On the contrary, Attila is
a steadfast and straightforward person who will not compromise his honor as a warrior.
In fact, he values it so much that he is willing to forgive his former enemy as we have
seen in the previous scene. A similar contrast was made in the previous scene where
Attila pardons Odabella. Attila‘s character is becoming clearer to the audience through
the comparison with his enemies, and Verdi‘s effective music enhances the emotion that
is in the hearts of Attila and his adversaries. The duet between Attila and Ezio begins
with short recitative. Attila‘s first line starts in E-flat major, the key of the previous scene.
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When he tells his servant Uldino to have the Roman envoy be brought to him, his vocal
range is small (from E3-flat to B3-flat) and without any orchestral accompaniment. The
rhythm is static with only eighth and quarter notes. But his music changes when he orders
his soldiers to restrain themselves. He will listen to the envoy, but will answer him in the
capital (Rome) afterwards. His vocal range expands to over an octave (from B2-flat to
C4). It is further energized by dotted rhythm (

.

and

..

), octave leaps, and

short orchestral music inserted in f. At the end of his first recitative, the key changes from
E-flat major to A-flat major with a V of V chord as a pivot. In this recitative between
Ezio and Attila, Verdi continues to use dotted rhythms that have more vitality and energy
when Attila or Ezio are speaking out loud in the presence of Attila‘s soldiers, but when
they are speaking aside, simple quarter and eighth notes are used. This contrast of
rhythmic ideas is a feature that Verdi did not use in Nabucco, where simple dotted
rhythms prevailed throughout the opera. Verdi‘s musical language is now paying closer
attention to the details of the drama than it was in Nabucco. Now that they are alone, the
rhythmic language reflects even more details of the text and emotion. In the duet, dotted
rhythmic patterns are used while Ezio sings of contempt towards the emperors of the East
and West Roman empires, but when he offers that Attila may keep the universe as long as
Ezio gets Italy, a simpler, even, and steady rhythmic patterns take over. When Ezio
realizes that Attila will not accept his deal, he goes back to being a Roman ambassador,
and his music stays in dotted rhythmic patterns and the same rhythmic patterns continue
until the end of the duet.
The next scene takes us to a different location. The scene begins with orchestral
music that reflects a violent storm. We hear a clear resemblance to the storm music in the
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third act of Rigoletto, written five years after Attila. Several elements contribute to the
similarity: rhythm, orchestration, instrumentation, overall structure, etc. As the storm
subsides, the stage shows the Adriatic lagoons and a few huts raised on petrified wooden
piles. In the front, we see an altar of stones. After the storm, we hear choral music sung
by basses. They are hermits who live in the huts, and they praise God for the passing of
the storm. Then they see numerous small boats coming out of Aquileia towards the
lagoons, filled with refugees who fled the city to avoid Attila‘s massacre. They are led by
their leader, Foresto, who tells his people that the cross and the altar are the favorable
signs that they should build their dwellings there. As in I due Foscari, Verdi wanted to
create local color in his opera. This scene is to illustrate the founding of Venice, to which
he knew the audience of La Fenice would react enthusiastically (and they did). Foresto
sings the recitative, cavatina, and cabaletta with the chorus of Aquileians. In the cavatina,
he laments the captivity of his loved one, Odabella, to the Huns. After his people tell him
to have hope that she might have escaped, he sings the cabaletta with with chorus. He
sings of patriotic words and of hope for the birth of a new nation. In this aria, we see
another evidence of Risorgimento ideal of Verdi and Solera. Musically, his aria foretells
Duke‘s aria from the third act of Rigoletto. The prologue of the opera ends with the
introduction of Foresto, another prospective enemy of Attila. Now Attila‘s character is
established against his enemies and their motivation to kill him. All the pieces on the
chessboard are set in this prologue and foreshadow the conflicts in the opera.
Act I begins sometime later near the city of Rome; Odabella is alone in the woods
near Attila‘s camp in the middle of the night with the moonlight. She sings a short aria
(romanza) longing for her father and her beloved Foresto. Odabella‘s cavatina is very
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much in the bel canto style of a lyrical vocal line with intimate accompaniment of cello
and flute, with harp playing arpeggio. It is very similar to the style of Bellini‘s soprano
arias such as ―Casta diva.‖ Suddenly Foresto appears and accuses her of being a traitor.
He had been in Attila‘s camp dressed as one of the Huns and observed Odabella staying
with them. In the end, Odabella was able to convince that she had not betrayed him and
that all she wants is to kill Attila. The two lovers are happy to be reunited. Now we see
two people teaming up to bring down Attila, and Odabella‘s chance to get her revenge
has increased drastically. At the end of the scene, not only the words of Odabella and
Foresto are the same, but also their music is the same as they sing in complete unison in
the cabaletta. Verdi continues to find more new ways to reflect the drama and words in
his music and this is how he illustrates the reconciliation and unity of two lovers.
The second scene takes place in Attila‘s tent where he is asleep. The orchestra
starts in 6/8 and andante. In general, the music is dark and eerie in color and feeling
which is similar to the prelude of the opera. While the strings play tremolo, we hear the
brass and woodwinds playing the theme of the divine voice. This reflects what Attila is
seeing and hearing in his sleep as we find out later. Then the music changes to 4/4 in
allegro to illustrate Attila‘s waking up from his nightmare. Now the prelude of the scene
ends and the recitative begins where he wakes up from the nightmare, terrified and
shaken, and yells out to his servant Uldino. He asks Uldino if he also saw a huge old man
and heard the voice, only to find out it was a nightmare. When he realized it was just a
dream, he explains what he has experienced to Uldino in the cavatina. As his soul was
standing in front of Rome, a huge old man showed up and grabbed Attila by the hair.
While Attila froze in fear, he said, ―You are appointed as scourge for only man. Go back
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as your path is closed. This is the domain of gods.‖ The cavatina is in andante piuttosto
mosso (andante somewhat moving) and it starts in rhythmic patterns that add mysterious
and agitated mood that is enhanced by the addition of staccati and accents. Atilla begins
to sing in sotto voce and his voice gradually increases in its excitement to reflect the
words he says and it is further energized by usage of staccati, accents, and dynamics.
Then Attila quotes what the huge old man told him in the nightmare. The tempo slows
down from

= 100 to

= 84 with the indication of tuonante (thunderous). Now we

hear the music that we heard in the prelude of the scene again. The first three phrases
have the same dynamic idea. It starts with ff, then rapidly diminuendos over one measure
to become p in the second measure. Then, at the last phrase, he sings sotto voce in the
low range to reflect Attila‘s fear—―Questo de‘Numi è il suol‖ (This is the domain of
gods). The music then turns lyrical again as Attila tells how scared he was. In order to
emphasize the fear Attila felt, Verdi makes Attila sing the same words multiple times at
the end of the aria—―in petto ad Attila‖ (in the chest of Attila), ―s‘agghiaccia‖ (freeze)
and ―terror‖ (terror)—three times, five times, and three times respectively. Verdi is once
again breaking out of traditional image of a bass in Italian opera and of the time. In
Nabucco, Verdi illustrated a venerable side of Zaccaria in his aria. Now he takes it much
further and we see a bass so filled with fear that he becomes paralyzed with terror. We
see a warrior, barbarian, and a king who does not yield to treachery or deceit. He admires
people of courage and valor so much that he is willing to save even the ones who just
fought against him. However, we now see a feeble man who is completely shaken by a
nightmare and he shares his fear with a servant. The bass is no longer a character of one
dimension, and even when he is a person of power and authority, he is a human with the
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same flaws and weaknesses as any other human being, if not more. The significance
Verdi created here is the beginning of Verismo ideal for the bass voice in Italian opera.
Verdi, in fact, was attempting to use all he had learned and was continuing to move
toward the sort of human opera at which he later excelled.27Attila finally finds his
composure and orders Uldino to summon his army. He sings the cabaletta by himself
where he boasts that he will go beyond the boundary set by the spirit in his dream. His
cabaletta is unusually written: it starts like a typical one with vitality and energy, but it is
again weakened by its shortness, lack of intensity, and sense of finality. It is because
Verdi did not want it to be the grand finale of the act where Attila finds his composure
and sings triumphant music to end the act. He wanted to end the act with a different
situation where Attila is not a king of power—a typical role of a bass voice—but rather a
mere human being, even more fragile than others in the opera. Verdi weakens the
significance of Attila‘s cabaletta and its sense of grand finale by using three methods—
shortening the cabaletta, omitting a chorus and the grand orchestral postlude. Instead, his
aria is sung by himself and for himself, not a public announcement. All of this results in
an unconventional cabaletta and kind of anticlimactic way to treat the end of a scena for
the main character. But it is done on purpose by Verdi to set up a more dramatic plot in
the next scene, and in the process weakens the stature of Attila, a bass. In the next scene,
the finale of the act, we see how it plays out. Now Attila‘s army shows up and they are
ordered to march to Rome at the sounds of the trumpets of war in the name of their god,
Wodan (Wotan). Their chorus is cut off by another chorus coming from a distance. Attila
and his troops are dumbfounded to find out that it is a group of maidens and young girls
holding palm tree leaves in their hands led by Pope Leo and his elders. Attila suddenly
27
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recognizes Leo as the phantom he saw in his dream. Then Leo steps towards Attila and
speaks the same exact words that were in Attila‘s dream. The music also is identical
except it is in the time signature of 3/4. Although it is not a duet between two basses, we
hear two basses singing the same music only a few measures apart. The difference is
Attila is re-creating what he heard with fear and terror, whereas Leo is proclaiming the
message of God with conviction and authority. The duel of two basses has its cradle here
and bears a full fruit in Verdi‘s later opera, Don Carlo, where King Phillip and the Grand
Inquisitor argue in a full-scale duet scene—one of the finest examples of duels by basses
in opera. Attila now murmurs that he sees two giant beings with flaming swords flying in
the sky and prostrates himself on the ground. While Uldino and the Huns are
flabbergasted at this, all Romans—Leo, maidens, Odabella, and Foresto—are amazed at
the power of God that stopped Attila. The finale has two sections, a trio and large
ensemble. The trio reflects two different texts and emotions. Foresto and Odabella are
saying, ―In front of the pious and devoted ones, the gentile king stops,‖ while Attila keeps
mumbling the two giant figures in the sky are scaring him and this is not a dream. This is
a precursor to the famous Rigoletto quartet where all four characters speak separate texts
and emotions at the same time. Then the act ends with a grand finale of chorus and
orchestra that sounds like a large-scale hymn.
Act 2 starts at Ezio‘s camp near the Seven Hills of Rome. Ezio laments the fact
that young emperor does not trust him and calls him back to Rome after the truce was
made between Rome and Attila. In a short romanza that serves as a cavatina, he prays
that the spirit of his ancestors rise from the former glory of Rome. A group of slaves are
led to Ezio; they are messengers from Attila inviting him and his captains to the banquet
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in Attila‘s camp. Ezio agrees and the slaves leave, but one stays behind to talk to Ezio in
private. The slave is Foresto in disguise, and he tells Ezio to have Roman troops attack
Attila‘s camp during the feast at the signal he will give. Ezio is delighted and sings a
cabaletta of joy. The second scene is back at Attila‘s camp near Rome. A feast is
prepared and Attila with Odabella next to him is waiting for Ezio and his captains‘
arrival—one of them is Foresto in disguise. Despite the warnings from Druids not to
share the table with the Romans, Attila greets Ezio warmly. The entertainment Attila
ordered is interrupted by a storm that the Druids had warned him about as an omen. With
the chorus of the Huns, five characters sing their own line: Ezio asks Attila one more
time to join forces; Attila refuses and gets furious; Foresto tells Odabella that Attila‘s
drink will be poisoned by Uldino; Odabella is shocked to hear it and is convinced that
Attila must die at her hands to avenge her father‘s death; and Uldino reveals him as a
Briton whose home country that had suffered at the hand of Attila. This quintet with
chorus is another example of Verdi‘s new directions for the ensemble format in his future
operas. When the storm ends, Attila tries to change the mood and stands up to make a
toast to Wodan using the drinking cup Uldino brought for him. Suddenly Odabella stops
Attila from drinking from the cup by telling him that it is poisoned. Shocked and feeling
betrayed by her action, Foresto steps in and tells Attila that it was he who tried to poison
him. Before Attila kills Foresto, Odabella requests that she should be the one to punish
Foresto. Attila gives him to her and declares that tomorrow Odabella will be his bride as
the reward of her action. A lengthy and large-scale choral finale with full orchestra ends
the third act. This large-scale choral ending is what Solera was famous for and has had
several successes in Verdi‘s earlier operas. However, this is the last act Solera finished
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before he was replaced by Verdi, and, as a result, the fourth act of the opera moves to a
different direction.
The last act is unusually short and kind of anticlimactic in its scale compared to
the third act. But what Verdi created here is again the focus on the individual characters
and their clashes. He invested a lot of effort to define the personal identity and
motivations of four characters—Attila, Ezio, Odabella, and Foresto—in the prologue and
the first act. And he reduced the importance of the chorus in order to focus the attention
on the four characters. It is only natural Verdi wanted to end the opera with the focus on
them. Although Solera‘s sketch of the final act was to end the opera with a big-scale
chorus, Verdi makes a big change to the opera to fulfill his dramatic envision and ethos.
The act begins in the woods between the camp of Ezio and that of Attila. Foresto is
waiting for Uldino‘s arrival to hear the update on the wedding. After hearing that
Odabella is her way to Attila‘s tent, Foresto tells Uldino to go to Ezio where Roman
troops are waiting in the forest to attack the Huns. After Uldino leaves, he laments his
cruel fate in a romanza. Ezio appears and they agree in their duet that no barbarians shall
return home. The Roman troops will attack when Uldino sets off a signal from them.
From a distance, they hear the maidens‘ chorus of prenuptial song. While Ezio is urging
Foresto to restrain his anger, Odabella appears still in a warrior‘s outfit. She has fled and
tries to convince Foresto that she had left the marriage bed and will avenge her father.
During their argument, Ezio sees the signal from Uldino. He urges Foresto to react to it
fast and the three of them have an intense moment in their trio. Suddenly Attila shows up
and discovers that Odabella has betrayed him and is conspiring against him with two
Romans. The ensuing quartet is the highlight of Verdi‘s attention to the individual
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character he placed in Attila. Very close attention was paid to the words and he ensured
that they are heard by the audience. His music reflects the emotion of each character as
well as each word effectively, and each person sings his or her line as a solo, and
ensuring that the audience hear the words of all characters before they repeat their words
in a quartet. When Attila enters the scene, the music is gentle and flowing when he asks
Odabella not to run away from the one who loves her. Then when he sees Ezio and
Foresto, the music turns violent and agitated with tremolo in the orchestra to express his
surprise and angry words—―Che mai vegg‘io? Qui, perfidi, veniste a nuova trama?‖
(What do I see? Traitors, you come here for a new plot?) Then he addresses each person
and the music reflects his disappointment and sadness. In his mind, he is betrayed by
three people to whom he has offered generosity. Odabella is called a guilty woman, a
former slave, now his bride. Foresto is a felon whose life Attila spared. Ezio is the reason
why Rome was saved. When he sings of his bloody revenge upon them, his music
quickly changes to that of triumph. Odabella answers by telling how her father was killed
by Attila and curses the idea of being wed to him. Her music is violent and dark enhanced
by the large vocal range that moves rapidly up and down. Foresto jumps in and tells
Attila that he did not spare anything and robbed him of his beloved country, and only
death can satisfy his hatred. Odabella joins Foresto at the end of his phrase, expressing
that the two of them are united in this cause. Ezio steps in and proclaims that the crimes
Attila has committed warrant the anger of heaven. Then, while Attila calls them the
traitors, three of them are united in a trio against Attila‘s separate vocal line to form a
vocal quartet. The quartet moves on to the finale where the voices of attacking Roman
troops are heard and they shout ―Death and revenge.‖ After Ezio and Foresto tell him that

75

it is the sound that signals his death, Odabella stabs Attila with the sword he gave her and
shouts, ―Father, I sacrifice him for you.‖ Attila murmurs, ―You too, Odabella‖, and
dies—a clear imitation of Julius Caesar‘s last words to Brutus. The opera ends with Ezio,
Foresto, and the Roman soldiers declaring, ―God, the people, and the king are fully
avenged.‖ Odabella shouts, ―Father!‖
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CHAPTER IV: FILIPPO IN DON CARLO
Background and Significance
By the time Verdi undertook to compose Don Carlo (French version Don Carlos)
in 1865, he was at the height of his artistic success and fame. After the challenging
experience of ―Galley Years,‖ he went on to produce the master operas of his middle
period such as Rigoletto, Il Trovatore, and La Traviata. His operas were being staged all
over the world and he now stood as the one man that represented Italian opera. He had
already mounted one opera in 1847 for the Paris Opera, which was considered to be the
most important opera house in the world at that time, and also had composed a new opera.
This was a clear sign of his international success as was the case for his predecessors
such as Rossini and Donizetti. His operas even attracted the attention of the Russian
theatre in St. Petersburg, and he was commissioned to compose La forza del destino. His
operas enjoyed so much popularity that he was able to mount his previously written
operas to be revised and reproduced—Aroldo (a revision of Stiffelio) and Macbeth.
Verdi‘s association with the Paris Opera began with Jérusalem when he revised I
Lombardi into French which was performed in 1847. He then composed a new French
grand opera for them, and Les vêpres siciliennes premiered in 1855. In 1865, he was once
again being courted by the Paris Opera to write another one. Verdi was not enthusiastic
about it, but he expressed his desire to get on board if the right libretto was found. ―If I
should one day write for the Opéra, I shall do so only to a poem written to my entire
satisfaction, and above all one which I find really striking.‖1 Several subjects were
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considered, but, in the end, Schiller‘s dramatic poem Don Carlos was chosen. Verdi was
quite familiar with Schiller, having written three operas on his works—Giovanna d’Arco,
I masnadieri, and Luisa Miller. Although this time, he needed to write an opera in French,
his experience of writing Les vêpres siciliennes offered him the chance to adjust to
composing in the French language and his vocal writing evolved from it.
The story of Don Carlos is a mystic story loosely based on the historic figures
from the writings of Schiller. The story takes place in the sixteenth century; Carlo was a
Spanish infante and the only legitimate heir of Philip II (Philip the Catholic) who was the
son of Charles V (Holy Roman Emperor). Spain and France were at war and as a part of
the peace treaty Philip married Elisabeth, the daughter of the French King, Henry II.
However, she was engaged to Carlo initially and this is where Schiller‘s story adds
romantic conflict to the story contrary to historic fact. In Schiller‘s Don Carlos, Carlo is
in love with Elisabeth and Elisabeth loves him too. Philip is suspicious of them, and to
add more twist to the personal love conflict, another woman, Eboli, is also in love with
Carlo while she is a mistress of Philip. When she is rejected by Carlo and finds out that
he is in love with Elisabeth, she vows to destroy Carlo. However, the center of tension in
Schiller‘s Don Carlos is still on Filippo with his political, religious, personal conflicts.
Verdi was enthusiastic about the story of Don Carlo and agreed to write the opera
for the Paris Opera again.2 Unlike his several previous operas, his progress in writing
Don Carlos seemed to be a steady and smooth one until most of it was written by the
time he arrived in Paris in the middle of 1866. During the long rehearsal period that year,
Verdi made few changes to his work until he was done writing the ballet music. But
when the ballet music and the revisions were finished, it was clear that the opera was too
2
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long. He had to make sizable cuts before and after the premiere. However, Don Carlos
was not a success and it disappeared from the repertoire for a long time. As usual, an
Italian translation was made immediately and had some success in Italy, but Verdi saw
the needs for further changes due to its length.3 So further cuts and modifications were
made in 1872, a year after his next opera, Aïda, premiered. From 1872 till Otello in 1887,
Verdi did not write any new operas, but he revised his two previous operas, Simon
Boccanegra (1881) and Don Carlos (1883). This version of Don Carlos was reduced in
length drastically with the first act and the ballet cut. It was translated into Italian with a
new title, Don Carlo, and was premiered in Milan in 1884. Two years later, Verdi
allowed the addition of the first act and the ballet music to the 1884 Milan version.
It is not generally agreed what the best version of Don Carlo or Don Carlos is.
Each version has its merits and problems. Verdi‘s difficulties with this opera were based
on many factors: the time constraint set by the theatres, which forced him to make several
cuts and revisions; the epic scope of the story and its multifaceted conflicts; and, his
desire to satisfy his own standards, etc. However, the biggest issue seems to be that this
opera was ahead of its time, and the audience and the critics alike had difficulty
understanding its new style and also Verdi‘s commitment to create a true ―music drama.‖
The criticism of Don Carlos was mainly based on the comparison of it with Verdi‘s
previous operas or the expectations of how ―Italian opera‖ should be. Bizet said: ―I just
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came from Don Carlos. It is very bad. No melody, no accent.‖4 and ―Verdi is no longer
Italian. He wants to write like Wagner.‖5
Although problematic due to many issues that caused it to be revised a few times,
Don Carlo is Verdi‘s true ―drammi in musica.‖ It is not coincidental that it is regarded as
one of Verdi‘s best works by modern opera experts. Modern critical opinion regards Don
Carlos to be one of Verdi‘s best works, though it was not appreciated by the French
composers of the day. No other opera has combined such multilayered conflicts in it. Don
Carlo is the culmination of the personal, political, and religious conflicts where
individuals and nations are all struggling to find resolutions to their issues. His music
supports the complex story line of love, betrayal, friendship, freedom, family, state,
church, and history through innovative new ideas. Don Carlo is a masterpiece that
represents several significances in Verdi‘s long career: the transition from his middle
period to his late period; the culmination of his development as a dramatist; the breaking
out from the traditional Italian opera format; and, the new directions of musical drama for
his successors in Italian opera.
For Filippo, sung by a bass, the depth of the emotional clash and how it is directly
related to the politics and religion provide us with strong situations and actions and
contrasting characters of passion. While staying as close to Schiller as possible, Verdi
insisted on adding some scenes to strengthen the drama of the opera as he had done many
times before. The added scenes were two scenes that placed Filippo in the clash of
political and religious powers. ―Verdi immediately saw the need to add two new scenes
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to the scenario offered to him: one between the Inquisitor and Philip, the other between
Philip and Posa.‖6 Additionally, Filippo‘s aria in the third act reveals his personal agony,
which offers us his psychological insight. Filippo‘s personal matters are intertwined with
the political and religious matters, and, as a result, Verdi creates the most complex and
intriguing character sung by a bass voice in opera. Verdi‘s dramatic revolution as a
dramatist was a long process of learning, growing, adjusting, and exploring. His bass
roles also evolved through the same paths. In Filippo of Don Carlo, Verdi has
accomplished the most profound dramatic bass role in opera.

Music and Drama of Filippo
No other operas of Verdi have more versions than Don Carlo. Several cuts were
made after the opera was written even before the premiere in Paris took place, and other
revisions with cuts and additions were made by Verdi for the next nineteen years for
various reasons—the addition of ballet music, the translation to the Italian language, the
need for reduction in length, Verdi‘s desire to improve some scenes and to strengthen the
story line, etc. Nowadays, the 1884 Milan version, which is the last Verdi created, is the
most widely performed version in the world except in French-speaking countries, where
French versions are performed. For this document, I will discuss the four-act 1884 Milan
version because King Phillip II (Filippo) does not appear in the first act of the five-act
version and, thus, the absence of the first act in the five-act version does not cause any
damage to my argument of this dissertation.
Don Carlo of the 1884 Milan version has four acts, and each act has two parts in
it except the fourth, which has only one part. Part 1 in Act 1 are titled ―preludio,
6
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introduzione e scena del Frate‖ (prelude, introduction, and scene of the monks). It takes
place in the Yuste Monastery where the tomb of Charles V (Carlo V) can be seen. A short
orchestral prelude starts with ensemble of brasses. One monk stands in the cloister of the
monastery singing a bass solo and we hear other monks singing the chorus that emulates
the chant.

Chorus of Monks:
Charles V, the highest Emperor,
is no more than dust and ashes.
And now, his arrogant soul
trembles at the feet of the Lord!

Monk:
He wanted to reign over the world,
forgetting Him whose hand
set the stars in their courses.
His pride was great, his error deep!

Let the outbursts of your anger
be turned away from him, Lord!
God alone is great!

God alone is great! His bolts of fire
make heaven and earth tremble!
Ah! Merciful master, bending over
the sinner, grant his soul the peace
and forgiveness which come down
from heaven.

Figure 8a. ―Chant of Monks‖

Figure 8b. ―Aria of Monk‖

This short recitative and aria by the monk are a culmination of several elements
from the bass arias from Verdi‘s previous operas. The melodic idea, harmonic
progression, vocal range, and mood are similar to Zaccaria‘s aria in the second act of
Nabucco, while the chorus part is similar to the chorus of the monks in La forza del
destino and the moaning chorus in Fiesco‘s aria from Simon Boccanegra. Don Carlo, son
of Filippo, appears and laments his unhappiness for the lost love. The monk who sang an
aria earlier tells Carlo that peace in the heart can be found only in heaven. His short solo
line here is quite different from the previous one; it is in the style of the chant by the
monks, with repeated notes and a narrow vocal range. The significance of this short bass
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solo will manifest itself at the end of the opera as it serves as the musical and dramatic
element that completes a circle of events in this opera.

Example 9. ―Excerpt from Monk‘s Aria with Chorus‖7

Carlo is shocked by the voice of the monk because it sounded like that of his
grandfather, Carlo V who is dead, but believed to be seen by others around the tomb. He
finds his composure when his best friend, Marquis of Posa (Rodrigo), appears to greet
7
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him. Their meeting starts in typical duet and scene structure with a mixture of recitatives,
solo lines, and duet. Carlo tells him that his lost love is Elisabeth (Elisabetta) who is now
married to his father, Filippo, but she was initially engaged to Carlo. Rodrigo urges Carlo
to ask for the permission from his father to lead the Flemish, who are suffering under the
current political situation, which Carlo agrees to try to do. Filippo and Elisabetta appear
and enter the monastery during the chorus music of monks and the solo of the monk who
talked to Carlo earlier. Carlo is heartbroken to see that his beloved Elisabetta is his
father‘s bride. He and Rodrigo end the scene in a duet where the two of them will be
united in life and death.
The second part begins in a beautiful outdoor spot outside of the Yuste monastery
gate. Ladies-in-waiting are enjoying their time near the fountain and under the trees while
the king and queen are in the monastery. Princess Eboli sings a song with the
accompaniment of a mandolin played by a page. Her aria is supported by a women‘s
chorus and also the page, which is sung by a coloratura soprano. The nature of the page‘s
music is quite similar to the music of Oscar, a page in Un ballo in maschera. Eboli sings
a Saracen (Moorish) song of the veil; this aria has an ambience of a Spanish folk tune
enhanced by the rhythmic folk-dance music elements. Verdi once again adds a local color
to his opera; the text is about a Moorish king who tried to woo a lady who happens to be
his own wife wearing a veil. The story of this song later actually happens to Eboli and
becomes the cause of major trouble in the opera. Once again we see a foreshadowing of
later events as so often occurs in Verdi‘s operas. Elisabetta shows up and Rodrigo
delivers a letter from her mother in France, but with it is a note from Carlo. While she is
unsure of her course of action for this, Rodrigo and Eboli exchange a social chat in
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accompanied recitative style. Behind their conversation we hear Elisabetta reading
Carlo‘s note and it says that she should trust Rodrigo. When she tells Rodrigo to ask for a
favor from her, he asks that she grant an interview with Carlo, who feels closed off from
his father‘s love and needs a word of love from his new mother. Eboli believes that Carlo
is suffering from the love for her because she saw Carlo trembling when he was in front
of her and Elisabetta. This scene is the culmination of Verdi‘s several ideas for a scene. It
has semi-accompanied recitatives, fully accompanied recitatives, solo lines stacking up
one by one to become a trio, and a romanza by Rodrigo pleading for Carlo, which is
enhanced by inner thoughts of two ladies. Verdi‘s careful writing ensures that we hear the
thoughts of all three while it works as a trio and scene. Rodrigo‘s romanza is very similar
to the Rigoletto quartet, where Duka sings a romanza with three other voices expressing
their individual thoughts.
When Elisabetta orders the page to leave as she is ready to see his son, Rodrigo
escorts Eboli out, and all ladies-in-waiting leave except the Countess of Aremberg, who
grew up with Elisabetta in France and came to Spain with her. But when Carlo enters the
room, the countess is signaled to leave them alone. At first, Carlo asks for the help of
Elisabetta to persuade Filippo to send Carlo to rule the Flemish who are suffering under
the religious oppression of the Inquisition. Elisabetta agrees, but when Carlo no longer
can restrain his feelings, he confesses his love for her, but she rejects him by sarcastically
saying, ―You will have to kill your father.‖ Carlo leaves once again broken-hearted.
Suddenly Filippo appears and sees Elisabetta alone, which is against the rule of his court,
and becomes very angry. He orders the Countess of Aremberg back to France and
humiliates the queen in public. After Elisabetta sings a tearful romanza of farewell to her
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only friend and confidant in Spain, Filippo is left alone, but orders Rodrigo to stay. The
king wants to speak with him and tells him that he wants to reward Rodrigo for his prior
service. Rodrigo responds that he has nothing he wants for himself, but when his king
orders him to speak what he wants, he pleads for the Flemish. The duet starts with an
accompanied recitative that has an occasional a cappella and tremolo accompaniment. He
describes the horror he has witnessed in Flanders and the massacre committed by the
King‘s soldiers and priests sent by the Inquisitor. Filippo responds that the bloodshed is
needed to keep the peace and that the death will bear fruits. Rodrigo tells him the peace
his king is offering is the peace of the graveyard and a gift of horror to his people. Finally,
Rodrigo asks his king to give freedom to his people. The music moves from the recitative
into a duet where two characters do not sing a single note together. The duet is a dialogue
where one person follows the other in a continuing vocal solo reflecting a heated
conversation that the two men are exchanging. This new style of composition is one of
the most significant new methods in Verdi‘s music writing. It is the ensemble
accomplished by a succession of solo singing that resembles spoken dialogue. The
implication of this idea was already found in opera as early as Attila, but now it has
matured through his middle-period operas such as Rigoletto, I vespri siciliani, and Simon
Boccanegra till it reaches its full development in Don Carlo. The significance lies in the
fact that this is a huge departure from the tradition of Italian opera where a scene is in
four-movement format: recitative, cavatina, recitative, and cabaletta. It also presents a
new direction for the future operas by the Italian opera composers. The significance of
drama in opera no longer yields to the musical structure, and the musical writing is
modified to accommodate the dramatic shifts.
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Example 10. ―Excerpt from Rodrigo and Filippo‘s Duet‖8

Filippo calls Rodrigo a dreamer who does not know the hearts of men. Despite the
fact that Rodrigo spoke boldly against his king, he is forgiven, but he is warned by
Filippo to be aware of the Grand Inquisitor. Furthermore, Filippo expresses an admiration
for Rodrigo‘s character and orders him to watch Carlo and the queen. Filippo laments
that he is an unhappy father and husband while expressing his suspicion of them. Rodrigo
is concerned for the future of Carlo and the Queen, and his hope for the Flemish. He is

8
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also in shock that the king has entrusted him to be his confidant because he has never
opened up his heart to anyone before. The act ends as Rodrigo kneels and Filippo warns
him again to be aware of the Grand Inquisitor, once again showing us a foreshadowing of
the plot. The emphasis Verdi placed in this duet is enormous: he would rewrite it three
times to achieve the dramatic and musical fruit he was looking for in this scene.9
Throughout the scene, the conversation continues in the new style of a duet without any
stops or pauses. In fact, nowhere in the duet do we see the usual colla voce, a piacere,
rallentando, or ritardando which are used to accommodate the musical divisions of the
traditional Italian opera‘s scene structure. Instead of molding his music into the
conventional structure that limits the dramatic possibilities, Verdi composes the music
that will bring out the best dramatic potential. His new vocal writing ensures that every
word being sung is heard by the audience because only one voice sings at a time. Also
there is no interruption or pause between the vocal line of each character and it helps to
make the duet as close to a conversation as possible. This new vocal writing is another
evidence of Verdi‘s commitment to the drama fully realized in his music and also a
milestone of realism in Italian opera, which continues to Verismo opera. And his effort
paves a path for his final three operas and also his successors, most importantly Giacomo
Puccini, who championed the vocal writing that reflects the dialogue in the opera.
The second act begins with a short prelude that is the modified music of Carlo‘s
love song from the first act, ―Io la vi,‖ where Carlo lamented his love for Elisabetta and
the heartache of losing her. Verdi uses thematic recurrence to express the character and
emotion here, but not a Wagnerian Leitmotif because it only happens one time.

9
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Io la vidi e il suo sorriso
Nuovo un ciel apriva a me!
Ah! per sempre or m'ha diviso
Da quel core un padre, un re!
Non promette un di, felice
Di mia vita il triste albor ...
M'hai rubato, incantatrice,
E cor e speme e sogni e amor!
M'hai rubato speme, sogni e amor!
Io l‘ho perduta!

I saw her and her smile
It opened a new heaven to me!
Ah! For me forever divided
From that heart a father, a king!
It does not promise a happy day,
The sad dawn of my life ...
You have stolen, Enchantress,
My heart, hope, dreams, and love!
You have stolen hope, dreams, and love!
I have lost her!

Figure 9. ―Don Carlo‘s Aria from Act I‖

Example 11a. Carlo‘s aria from Act I10

Example 11b. Prelude from Act II11

To celebrate the next day‘s crowning of Filippo, a masked ball is taking place in
the palace. At midnight, Carlo enters the queen‘s garden with a letter he believes is from
the queen. It reads, ―At midnight, in the garden, near the fountain…‖ He believes the
10
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letter came from the queen, but it was sent by Eboli who thinks Carlo is in love with her
and wants to confirm it. The next scene is in typical Italian four-part scene with partial
sections of dialogue. Throughout the opera, Verdi alternates the old and new style to suit
the drama. Due to the darkness and the mask Eboli is wearing, Carlo believes a woman
who entered the garden is Elisabetta and he confesses his love for her, but soon he
realizes that she is Eboli. She also realizes Carlo‘s love was not for her, but for the queen.
Rodrigo shows up and tries to kill Eboli to protect Carlo, but Carlo stops Rodrigo from
killing her. After cursing and threatening Carlo, Eboli leaves. Rodrigo asks for any secret
documents Carlo might have, and after Carlo hands them over, the scene ends with the
duet of their friendship from the first act. Once again, ―use of thematic transformation‖
plays an important role and strengthens the drama between the acts.
The next scene takes us to the square in front of Valladolid Cathedral where
crowds are gathered to celebrate the crowning of Filippo. This is the only scene that a
large chorus has a significant part in Don Carlo. Verdi no longer relies on conventional
usage of chorus for the end of a scene, as he began to stay away from it since he began to
focus on individual characters more. In Attila, Verdi reduced the importance of the
chorus by reducing its length or removing it completely. Now, in Don Carlo, the chorus
is no longer used to fulfill the traditional structure of Italian opera or to energize the scene.
Verdi now provides a chorus when the drama calls for it. Two different choruses open the
scene and they alternate the music. The people of Spain sing the song of joy and
happiness until the heretics are led out to the square. The monks sing a somber funerallike song when they proclaim the woe and terror for heretics, but the music changes to a
peaceful one when they speak of a pardon that is reserved for the sinners who repent
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before they die. Filippo comes out of the cathedral with Elisabetta, Rodrigo, and other
noble subjects, and he swears a vow to God to defend his crown with fire and sword.
Suddenly Carlo appears with Flemish deputies, who beg Filippo to offer peace to their
people. Their plea is sung in unison chorus, but in his solo, the king scorns them for being
unfaithful to God and to the king, and orders the guards to take them away despite the
pleas from everyone except the monks, who encourage the king. Carlo comes forward
and asks to be the ruler of the Flemish, but when the king refuses, he draws his sword.
Filippo orders him to be disarmed, but no one dares to attack the infante. Rodrigo steps
forward and asks Carlo to hand over the sword. While the thematic music of their duet
plays—recalling their promise to be united in life and death—Carlo gives up his sword to
Rodrigo brokenhearted by his friend‘s action. Filippo awards Rodrigo the title of a duke
and leaves. The act ends with the auto da fé where the heretics are set to fire and we hear
four conflicting voices: six Flemish deputies sing, ―God allows these sacrifices! He does
not put out these flames! And they erect these flaming pyres in his name!‖; the monks
repeat the words and music heard at the beginning of the scene, ―It is a day of wrath! A
day of mourning and of terror!‖; the crowd sings, ―Glory to God!‖; and from a distance a
heavenly voice offers words of salvation and peace, ―Fly towards the sky, you poor souls.
Hasten to enjoy the peace of the Lord. Yes, the peace!‖
In this powerful scene where the politics and religion clash, the chorus plays an
essential role both dramatically and musically. However, Verdi also provides a strong
situation of personal conflict by the main characters. In his early works, Verdi centered
on the conflict of the mass, such as Nabucco where he insisted on adding Zaccaria‘s
scene with the chorus right after ―Va, pensiero.‖ From Ernani and on, he shifted the
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gravity of his operas to the individual characters and their personal conflict, and he
provided the music that enhanced this change while the chorus played a supporting role.
After many years of effort and several operas to find the balance between the two ideas,
Verdi finds a true balance in Don Carlo, and this scene is the finest example of his
success where the conflicts of the individual and that of the mass do not interfere with
each other but rather complement each other. The result is the dramatic apex of the opera
where all conflicts of the opera come together in one scene and explode.
Act three is in Filippo‘s study where he spent the night working on documents
and fell asleep leaning on the table. The prelude starts with 2 horns, bassoon, and strings
playing six times an A with a G# grace note (first theme). This repeated note is a symbol
that represents the tragic fate Filippo is in and also the authority and duty of his stature.
Verdi uses the similar idea in the prelude of Fiesco‘s aria in Simon Boccanegra. Fiesco is
the Doge of Genoa whose daughter has just passed away before he sings his aria. This
theme on A and D prevails throughout the entire aria and they remind us of the heaviness
in Filippo‘s heart. It is an ironic theme because it has the majestic feel of his position, yet
his position and duties are what force him to his unhappy life. It rings out as a powerful,
yet tragic theme to the audience.

Example 12a. ―Excerpt from Filippo‘s Aria‖12

12

Ibid., 191.
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Example 12b. ―Excerpts from Fiesco‘s Aria‖13

A cello solo follows with a melody in a reversed arch shape, starting with high
notes played forte and moving downwards to pianissimo, and then coming back to the
upper range played forte again. This is an effective music that expresses the sadness and
turmoil Filippo feels and reflects his belief that Elisabetta does not love him because of
his old age (second theme). This music was so impressive that Massenet would borrow
the material and use it in Charlotte‘s aria in Werther.

Example 13a. ―Excerp Filippo‘s Aria‖14

Example 13b. ―Excerpt Charlotte‘s Aria‖15

13

Robert Larson ed., Arias for Bass: G. Schirmer Opera Anthology (New York: G.
Schirmer Inc., 1992), 158-159.
14
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Now muted violins enter, and their sound reflects the youthfulness and sadness of
Elisabetta (third theme) in contrast to the dark sound of the cello, which expresses the old
age and sorrow of Filippo. The three themes intertwine throughout the aria to magnify the
inner conflict Filippo is struggling with and the torment he is feeling. Gradually the
intensity of the strings playing two themes—Filippo and Elisabetta—builds until Filippo
wakes up. On the accompaniment of string tremolo, he murmurs as if he is still in a
dream. While soft tremolo is played on the strings, the first theme is played on D with a
C# grace note.
Filippo:
Ella giammai m'amò!
No, quel cor chiuso è a me,
amor per me non ha!

Phillip:
She never loved me!
No, her heart is closed to me,
she doesn't love me!

Figure 10. ―Filippo‘s Recitative: The Beginning‖
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Example 14. ―Excerpt from Filippo‘s Aria (prelude and recitative)‖16

The third theme on violins returns against the first theme of cello once again,
reflecting the sad, first meeting between Filippo and Elisabetta.

16
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Io la rivedo ancor
contemplar triste in volto
il mio crin bianco il dì
che qui di Francia venne.
No, amor per me non ha.

I still recall
how sad she looked
when she saw my white hair
the day she arrived from France.
No, she doesn‘t love me.

Figure 11. ―Filippo‘s Recitative: The Second Part‖
When he is fully awake, two themes disappear and only Filippo‘s theme on cello
is left.
(Coming back to himself)
Ove son?
Quei doppier presso a finir!
L' aurora imbianca il mio veron!
Già spunta il dì!

Where am I?
Those candles about to die!
Dawn whitens my balcony!
The day has begun!

Figure 12. ―Filippo‘s Recitative: The Third Part‖

When he realized that he spent the whole night in his office, he laments how sleep
has vanished from him. The music builds up its intensity to reflect his frustration, then
slows down to express his languish to end the recitative section.
Passar veggo i miei giorni lenti!
Il sonno, o Dio,
sparì dai miei occhi languenti!

I see my days slowly draw out!
Sleep, oh God,
vanished from my languishing eyes!

Figure 13. ―Filippo‘s Recitative: The Last Part‖
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Example 15. ―Excerpt from Filippo‘s Aria (end of recitative and beginning of aria)‖17

The first theme, this time played by the oboe and bassoons, precedes the voice
and continues to appear throughout the aria as an underlying psychological background
of Filippo‘s dilemma. His vocal part of the aria has several sections that illustrate his
17
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words and emotions. In the first section where he is lamenting his lonely status, his vocal
line is melancholic, subdued, and sung in long legato vocal lines. The strings and horns
provide accompaniment of arpeggio and alberti chord while the woodwinds keep
interjecting the first theme. The result is an effective ensemble of the voice and chamber
orchestra where Filippo‘s words are supported by the instruments that express all
emotions that cross his mind.
Dormirò sol nel manto mio regal
quando la mia giornata
è giunta a sera,
dormirò sol sotto la vôlta nera,
là, nell' avello dell' Escurial.

I will sleep alone,
wrapped up in my regal mantle
when my day has come to an end,
I will sleep alone under the dark vault
there, in the tomb of the Escurial.

Figure 14. ―Filippo‘s Aria: The Beginning‖

Then the music grows in intensity as he expresses his anger and frustration that,
even with his power as king, he cannot see through what is in the human heart.
Se il serto regal a me
desse il poter
di leggere nei cor,
che Dio può sol veder!...

If the royal crown
could give me the power
to read into the hearts
that only God can see!

Figure 15. ―Filippo‘s Aria: The Middle Part‖

Then Filippo expresses his fear of losing his power and family. His line is sung
parlando a mezza voce (talk-singing in half voice)—it is still sung, but the singer is
expected to sing in half voice and mix occasional tone of talking into the singing. It is a
technique to increase the dramatic effect, and Verdi uses it here to magnify Filippo‘s
suspicion and fear. He is fearful of the possibility of losing all he has, and the repetitive
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fast-moving notes in the cellos (fourth theme) enhance the drama of Filippo‘s line
effectively.
Se dorme il prence,
veglia il traditore;
il serto perde il re,
il consorte l'onore!

If the prince sleeps,
the traitor is awake;
the King loses the crown
and the husband his honor!

Figure 16. ―Filippo‘s Aria: The Last Part‖
Filippo‘s emotion swings back to self-pity, then moves to anger and frustration
rapidly, only to return to lamenting that Elisabetta never loved him and her heart was
always closed to him. Verdi uses the music and text of the beginning of the aria, but
shortens the length of the aria and the transition to effectively reflect the unstable and
frantic emotional state of Filippo. The aria ends with the short postlude of cellos playing
the fourth theme and Filippo falls back to his reverie.
The woodwinds and brasses play C in unison three times, and the arrival of the
Grand Inquisitor is announced, also on a repeated C. Throughout the opera, repeated
notes have represented Fillipo and also a figure of authority. In his aria, the repeated
notes were featured with preceding leading tones to symbolize his instability. It is
important to note that Verdi insisted on adding two scenes—a scene between Filippo and
the Grand Inquisitor, and another scene between Filippo and Rodrigo. Verdi wrote: ―I
should like as in Schiller a little scene between Phillip and Inquisitor. I should also like a
scene between Phillip and Posa.‖18
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The Grand Inquisitor finally appears on stage after being talked about in earlier
scenes. His entrance is represented by a short theme played by two horns, cellos, and
basses. This theme shares a striking resemblance to the melodic theme of Sparafucile in
his duet with Rigoletto in the first act of Rigoletto. Sparafucile is an assassin and
proposes to Rigoletto that he will kill any enemy of Rigoletto for a price. Verdi is
signaling the prospective death in opera with his music and also what is in the mind of
the Grand Inquisitor.

Example 16a. ―Theme of the Grand Inquisitor‖19

19

Ibid., 199.
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Example 16b. ―Theme of Sparafucile‖20

This scene is another great example of Verdi‘s revolution for bass voice and the
finest vocal duet sung by two basses in all opera. Instead of following the traditional
structure, it moves on the emotion and drama. What makes this duet more effective is the
contrast we see in two basses. Filippo is vulnerable and insecure, yet capable of
maintaining logic and reason. The Grand Inquisitor is manipulative, shrewd, and
persuasive. Verdi is not only comparing two characters, but also comparing the two
powers—the state and the church—and also what they represent—reason and faith. The
only thing Filippo asks the Grand Inquisitor is what to do about Carlo who rebels against
his father. The answer from the Grand Inquisitor is simple, ―The peace of the empire is
more valuable than a rebel son. Sacrifice him as God has done.‖ When Filippo asks, ―Can
nature and love be muted in me?‖ the response of the Grand Inquisitor is, ―All must be
silent to praise the faith.‖
Up to this point, the two basses share virtually equal importance and sing their
lines without any overlapping of the voices, just like a dialogue. However, the balance
shifts in the following part. When Filippo tries to end the conversation, the Grand
20
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Inquisitor wants to say something to the king. He claims that there is a man more
dangerous than Carlo. He is someone who undermines the divine edifice and he is also a
friend and faithful companion of the king. He sings a solo line that is quite similar in its
intensity and mood to that of Rodrigo‘s solo line in the duet between Rodrigo and Filippo.
Verdi is comparing the two duets that Filippo has. In both duets, Filippo is under the
dominance by other characters and defensive in his response. Verdi adjusts the music to
maximize how vulnerable Filippo is in both duets. His music is shorter and less energetic
than that of Rodrigo and the Grand Inquisitor. Also the vocal range and the dynamics are
inferior. The Grand Inquisitor uses several tactics to shake Filippo. He tells Filippo that
Carlo‘s discretion is nothing in comparison to that of the king‘s friend, but he left the
king and his friend in peace, pretending to be patient. Then, when Filippo argues that he
has found only one friend in his court during the sad times, the Grand Inquisitor provokes
Filippo by saying, ―Why do you call yourself a king, if you have an equal?‖ Filippo
shouts, ―No more!‖ In the French version, he actually says, ―Tais-toi, Prêtre!‖ (Shut up,
Priest!). It is said that the wife of Napoleon III came to see the opera, but left the theatre
as a protest upon hearing this because she was a devout Catholic and found the scene
offensive.21 Next he tries to convince Filippo that the idea of the innovators has
perpetrated in him and says, ―You wish to throw off with your feeble hand the holy yoke
which covers the Roman universe!‖ His tactic is to offer a chance for Filippo to repent
and come back to his duty under the church because it was Rodrigo who put the idea in
Filippo‘s head and the king will be forgiven by offering Rodrigo to the hand of the
Inquisition. Verdi provides the efficacious vocal lines to the Grand Inquisitor to illustrate
21
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how manipulative he is. When he sings his line pianissimo with staccati, it has striking
dramatic similarity to the vocal lines of Iago in Otello when he manipulates Otello‘s mind.
Filippo refuses, but the Grand Inquisitor now changes his strategy and now makes
a threat, ―If I were not here today with you, tomorrow you yourself would stand before
the supreme tribunal!‖ Filippo‘s response signals that he is getting weaker against the
verbal assault of the Grand Inquisitor, ―Priest! I have suffered by your cruel words for too
long!‖ Now the Grand Inquisitor quotes the Bible and compares Filippo with King Saul,
who was destroyed and lost his kingdom to David because he did not follow the
commands of God that were delivered by the prophet Samuel. Filippo is defeated and
when the Grand Inquisitor prepares to leave, he asks for the peace between them and the
past to be forgotten. As he leaves, the Grand Inquisitor sings, ―Maybe!‖ Filippo laments
alone, ―The throne must always bend before the altar!‖ Verdi utilizes dynamics, tempo
changes, vocal range, and orchestration effectively to illustrate the intricate manipulation
of the Grand Inquisitor, Filippo‘s emotions, and the relationship of the two. This is one of
the most psychologically sophisticated scenes and the finest example of drama portrayed
by the bass voice in all of the operatic literature. Its structure is free from the
conventional format and follows the dialogue and its emotion, and thus eloquently and
articulately delivers the drama to the audience.
Filippo‘s troubles do not end here. Elisabetta enters and tells him that someone
came to her room and stole her chest of valuable objects. To her surprise, Filippo presents
her chest and asks her to open it. When she hesitates, Filippo opens it and takes out a
portrait of Carlo. Verdi once again provides effective music that conveys the thoughts
and emotions of the two characters: Elisabetta‘s entrance music is highly agitated and
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desperate, whereas Filippo‘s is calm and quiet. Filippo expresses several different
emotions in this scene—sarcasm, sadness, surprise, anger, and suspicion. When
Elisabetta claims her innocence and expresses her pity on Filippo, he loses control and,
out of anger, accuses Elisabetta of adultery, and she swoons. Eboli enters to assist the
Queen, and Rodrigo asks one question to the king that summarizes the heart of Filippo‘s
issue, ―Half the world is your subject, but are you the only one who cannot be
commanded?‖ Filippo is the most powerful man on earth and ruler of all subjects, but he
cannot even control himself or his life. A quartet follows where all four characters sing
their own emotion: Eboli regrets committing a crime against the queen; Rodrigo decides
to sacrifice himself for Spain; Filippo realizes that Elisabetta, who is a proud woman,
would not commit adultery; and, Elisabetta laments her sad fate. When Elisabetta
awakens, Filippo leaves the room and Rodrigo follows leaving Eboli and Elisabetta in the
room.
Eboli confesses that she loved Carlo, but when she was rejected and found out
that he loved the Queen, she became jealous and stole her chest. Furthermore, she had
been Filippo‘s mistress: it was he who committed adultery. Elisabetta is shocked, but
finds her composure and tells Eboli that she must choose between a convent and exile.
After Elisabetta leaves, Eboli sings her aria cursing her beauty and decides to join the
convent for her crimes against the innocent queen. She also decides to save Carlo before
he is killed and her aria of triumphant music ends the first part of the act.
The second part of the act begins with Rodrigo visiting Carlo, who is in prison.
Carlo is tormented by his love for Elisabetta, but has given up the hope of helping his
people. Rodrigo sings his farewell and tells Carlo that the secret documents have been
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provided to the authorities by himself proving that he has committed treason by
provoking the Flemish so that Carlo can avoid the blame. A shot is fired by an assassin
sent by the Grand Inquisitor, and, before he dies, Rodrigo tells him that Elisabetta is
waiting for him at St. Yuste and also delivers his last wish to Carlo, ―Save the Flemish!‖
Filippo appears and Carlo draws his sword and says that Filippo no longer has a son, as
Carlo‘s kingdom is with Rodrigo. Suddenly a riot is heard and they are asking for the
Infante. Filippo orders the gate to be opened and confronts the mob, but they do not
submit to him. In the chaos, Eboli slips in wearing a mask and leads Carlo out of the
scene. The Grand Inquisitor steps in and orders the mob to prostrate themselves before
Filippo who is protected by God. His authority prevails and the act ends with the
Inquisitor, Filippo, and his officials praising God and the king.
The final act of the opera, Act Four, brings us back to the cloister of San Yuste in
front of the tomb of Carlo V. The scene starts with the orchestral prelude and we hear the
brass playing somber and majestic themes that are recurrences from the beginning of the
opera—a part of the first prelude of the opera and the monks‘ chant music. The horn
represents the kings—Filippo and his father, Carlo V— in this opera and is heard once
again here. Elisabetta sings a three-part scene in ABA format. In the first and last section,
she prays to the soul of Carlo V, Don Carlo‘s grandfather, to bring her tears to the Lord.
In the middle part, she sings of her memory of happy days past. She is waiting for Carlo
to bid him a final farewell before he leaves to lead the Flemish just as his best friend,
Rodrigo, had asked before he died. In their duet, Carlo and Elisabetta wish for their
meeting in the next life that will be better. Suddenly Filippo appears with the Grand
Inquisitor and the guards of the Inquisition. Upon seeing Elisabetta and Carlo together, he

105

is filled with anger and proposes to the Grand Inquisitor that he be a part of the double
sacrifice—Filippo will take care of Elisabetta and will offer his son to the Grand
Inquisitor. Finally his dilemma is over and he yields to his suspicion and emotion. Verdi
provides a vocal line that reflects that Filippo and the Grand Inquisitor are now united in
their position. Filippo starts his line on B3 and gradually moves upward to C4# while he
says to the Grand Inquisitor, ―I want a double sacrifice! I will do my duty. But you?‖ The
Grand Inquisitor responds on the same note, C4#, ―The holy office will do its part!‖ and
orders the guards to arrest Carlo. As Carlo tries to defend himself, he moves toward the
tomb of Carlo V. The gate of the tomb opens and the Monk from the first act comes out
wearing the royal crown and cloak. It is Carlo V, grandfather of Carlo, and he sings the
same words from the first act.
Monk:
The sorrows of the earth
follow us even in this place.
The turbulence of the heart
can calm down only in Heaven!
Phillip:
My father!

Grand Inquisitor:
―It is the voice of Carlo V!‖

Elisabetta:
O Heaven!

Figure 17. ―Last part of the Finale‖

All are in shock and frozen in disbelief. Carlo V leads his grandson into the
cloister while the monks‘ choral music is heard once again in the orchestra postlude that
concludes the opera.
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CHAPTER V: CONCLUSION
Giuseppe Verdi was virtually a self-taught man. The education he received was
very limited and his understanding of culture, literature, theatre, politics, and life came
from the people he met and his own efforts for self-improvement. His musical training
was no different. He was denied the opportunity to study music under the institutional
system and received only a limited number of composition lessons from a private teacher
on basics such as counterpoint—important knowledge, but not the most useful skill for an
opera composer. Despite the many obstacles and challenges he faced, he accomplished a
remarkable success in his career as an opera composer with his talent, iron will, and hard
work. As his experience and understanding in life, literature, and music continued to
grow, they contributed to the maturity of Verdi‘s operas. His political and religious views
also played an important role directly and indirectly in his operas as well as his personal
life and its struggles. However, his place in art is more than just an opera composer. It is
because he was a dramatist who used opera as his medium. Verdi, more than a composer,
was a dramatist, an artist who used music as an instrument to convey the art of Classical
drama. Not accidentally his operas are called ―Drammi in musica‖ (musical dramas).1
In Nabucco—the opera that established his career as an opera composer—he
established Zaccaria, a character sung by a bass, as a person of emotional and dramatic
depth with multidimensional character. Also, he established Zaccaria as the center of the
opera‘s plot with the music that perfectly supports the importance of the role within the
drama. Furthermore, he insisted on changing the libretto to magnify the dramatic

1

Claudio Celani. Giuseppe Verdi: Composer, Republican and Dramatist
http://www.schillerinstitute.org/music/verdi_eir_ccc.html (accessed 11 February 2011).
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significance of Zaccaria. The result was a character sung by a bass that broke out of the
traditional role of a bass voice with limited dramatic merits and contribution to the opera.
In Attila, one sees further development of Verdi‘s evolution as a dramatist. From
Ernani on, he began to focus on the individual characters and their conflicts, rather than
relying on the mass (chorus) and its conflict. A careful attention was given to ensure that
the dramatic focus was centered on individual characters, and the role of the chorus was
significantly reduced in comparison to his earlier operas. He continued to be more
selective with the drama to which he set his operas and became more involved with the
creation of the libretto, ensuring his dramatic vision for his opera. Attila sung by a bass is
a character of dualism. He is a mighty king and warrior who admires courage and valor,
and despises treachery and deceit. Even the enemy is welcome in his camp if one shows
warrior‘s quality. However, he is also superstitious and susceptible to the fear of
supernatural power. Verdi presents his bass, although a king, as a person of the same
flaws and weaknesses as any other human being, and opens the door for the idea of
Verismo in the opera as well as his future basses of many dimensions. Several musical
methods applied in Attila also became a foundation for his later operas.
In Don Carlo, one witnesses the full blossom of character in Verdi‘s bass voice.
Like Attila, Don Carlo is set on the drama that is based on historic figures that is
combined with myth. But the nature of the characters and their conflicts are as real as any
in the verismo operas that followed Verdi. Verdi uses thematic transformation as a means
to strengthen the dramatic fiber, which also influences his followers in Italian opera.
Filippo is the center of the drama where personal conflicts and that of the mass clash:
father and son; husband and wife; love and betrayal; friendship and loyalty; king and his
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subjects; freedom and oppression, faith and reality; and, state and religion. Verdi supplies
an aria that brilliantly reflects the psychological dimension and personal agony of Filippo
while the two duets Verdi insisted on adding to the opera provide his political and
religious conflicts. The struggle to cope with his duty and emotional turmoil that Filippo
goes through in this opera results in the most complex and sophisticated bass role of all
operas.
His operas were rooted in the traditional structure of Italian opera, but he always
tried to go beyond its boundaries, especially when the drama called for it. From the
beginning of his career, we see clearly his interest and commitment for the drama in
opera. And his ability as a musical dramatist continued to grow steadily in time through
the help of his acquaintances, his own study, and experiments with new musical ideas. As
a part of his efforts to enhance the dramatic merits of his operas, he increased the
dramatic importance of certain characters. Although his effort was extended to all voices,
he made an especially remarkable and unusual contribution for the bass voice in its
dramatic role in opera against the conventional approach of his predecessors. His efforts
to portray the struggles of the bass characters also contributed to the development of
verismo opera where struggles of everyday characters were the main themes.
Verdi‘s development of the dramatic revolution for the bass voice was a gradual
one, but the end result was the manifestation of his personal, intellectual, political,
religious, and musical life and achievements. In the end, he revolutionized the dramatic
significance and possibility for the bass voice in opera better than anyone in the genre.
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